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Teaching is considered to be one of the most stressful occupations (Johnson et al.,
2005). Not only is the profession highly stressful, it has the highest degree of career
turnover of any profession (Ingersoll, 2001). Consistent stress can lead to burnout of the
profession. McCarthy et al. (2009) noted that teacher burnout can be a result of
inappropriate coping resources.
The purpose of this study was to investigate the sources of stress, coping
strategies, and learned coping strategies among expert elementary teachers. The sources
of stress and coping strategies were examined using the Social Ecological Model which
allowed for sources and coping strategies to be viewed from multiple levels:
intrapersonal, interpersonal, institutional, community, and public policy.
There were 7 expert elementary teachers who participated in this study. Data
collection included interviews, observations, and documents. The data revealed 14
sources of stress. Similarities and differences existed across the teaching positions
regarding their sources of stress at the 5 ecological levels. For example, 2 gifted teachers
and 1 special education teacher reported a lack of knowledge/training as a source of stress

classified at the intrapersonal level, and all 7 teachers reported negative student behaviors
as a source of stress classified at the interpersonal level. The 3 most common coping
strategies included creating a support network, adapting to the situation, and creating a
home-like environment. The majority of the teachers learned their coping strategies from
personal experiences and people and some learned strategies from professional
development programs.
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INTRODUCTION

During my experience as a teacher in three inner-city, Title I, elementary schools,
I observed how teachers in the various schools responded to stress. Many of the students
were at-risk, and many of the teachers coped with stress using negative behaviors:
yelling, making fun of students in front of the class, and punishing students in aggressive
ways. It was obvious that the students’ emotional and other needs were not being met.
When students’ needs are not met, it is difficult for them to function or learn in their
environment (Maslow, 1943).
Many of the elementary teachers in the Title I schools where I worked had two to
five years of experience and appeared to have high levels of stress. I observed this
through their behavior concerning how they responded to stressful situations. Several of
the coping techniques they used are documented in the stress and coping literature as
ineffective or nonproductive. Some of these coping strategies include eating excessively
of high fat and sugary foods, smoking, drinking large amounts of caffeine and sugary
sodas, yelling, and displaying a cynical attitude towards others. Repeatedly using
techniques such as these can result in serious consequences for both teachers and
students. Teachers who engage in these behaviors are at a higher risk for developing
health problems including, but not limited to obesity, high blood pressure, and depression
(Guglielmi & Tatrow, 1998; Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001). These teachers seemed
1

to be allowing their stress to transfer to the students, which only caused more chaos in the
classroom. The students who became stressed usually behaved in a negative manner
resulting in more stress on the teacher. However, during my experience, I had the
opportunity to observe a small number of teachers (who I would describe as expert
teachers) who used positive ways to deal with stress.
My passion is to understand how we can prepare teachers, particularly novice
teachers, to cope with various levels of stress inside and outside of the classroom.
Understanding how expert teachers effectively cope with stress can have a huge impact
on the teacher attrition rate among beginning teachers. This knowledge can be transferred
to teacher education and professional development programs so that we produce teachers
who are adequately prepared to enter one of the most stressful professions and remain in
the field for many years.
Problem Statement
The problem is that teaching is considered to be one of the most stressful
occupations (Johnson et al., 2005). Not only is the profession highly stressful, it has the
highest degree of career turnover of any profession (Ingersoll, 2001). The cost of
recruiting, hiring, preparing, and then losing a teacher is extremely high (National
Commission on Teaching and America’s Future [NCTAF], 2007). Teacher turnover costs
the nation more than $7 billion (NCTAF, 2007). Each individual school and district is
negatively affected by these costs. The commission estimates that for each urban school,
the cost of teacher transfers is around $70,000 whereas the cost in each nonurban school
is about $30,000 a year (NCTAF, 2003). Urban district central offices spend another
$8,750 for every teacher who leaves the district; whereas nonurban districts spend $6,250
2

per teacher (NCTAF, 2003). Teacher turnover due to stress is a huge problem facing
schools in the United States.
Borman and Dowling (2008) argue that teacher attrition is the highest in
elementary schools, schools serving low-achieving students, and schools that have lower
levels of instructional spending. There are numerous reasons to leave but one critical
issue that continues to be explored in the literature is teacher stress, especially among the
novice population. Hung (2011) found that teachers with less than five years of
experience were the most stressed. Consistent stress can lead to burnout (Seyle, 1976).
McCarthy, Lambert, O’Donnell, & Melendres (2009) claim that teacher burnout can be a
result of inappropriate coping resources. Some teachers have learned how to handle stress
well. These teachers have learned how to adapt to stressful situations by using effective
coping strategies and to be resilient when faced with stressful situations (Howard &
Johnson, 2004).
Gap in Research
There are numerous quantitative studies on the stressors and coping strategies of
teachers, but few qualitative studies particularly that examine the stressors and coping
strategies of expert teachers. Missing from the existing research are the expert teachers’
voices in terms of how they cope with the high stress of the profession. This is important
since one’s stress and coping strategies play a role in his or her decision to stay in the
profession (Antoniou, Ploumpi, & Ntalla, 2013; Austin, Shah, & Muncer, 2005; Miller,
Brownell, & Smith, 1999).
This study examines issues that are occurring now in schools. For example, one
specific issue is the implementation of Common Core State Standards. Since teacher
3

turnover is especially high in elementary schools (Borman and Dowling, 2008), it is
important to examine the coping strategies expert elementary teachers are using to
manage the stress.
Purpose
Teacher turnover is a problem among elementary schools (Borman & Dowling,
2008). If we can determine how elementary teachers are resilient in the classroom and the
effective coping strategies they use when faced with adversities in the school
environment, we may be able to teach beginning teachers how to handle the stressors of
the profession. This can increase their chances of staying in the field for more than five
years because they have been given the tools to thrive in the profession and not just
survive. There is a tremendous amount of research on teacher stress and burnout among
various educational levels (Akpochafo, 2012; Antoniou et al., 2013; Chan & Hui, 1995;
Chen & Miller, 1997; Farber, 1984; Guglielmi & Tatrow, 1998; Kokkinos, 2007;
Kyriacou, 2001; Maslach et al., 2001), but little research that explores the effective
coping strategies of expert elementary teachers, in general, concerning how they remain
resilient when occupational adversities strike. Therefore, the purpose of the study was to
examine three components among expert elementary teachers: sources of stress, coping
strategies, and sources of where they learned their coping strategies.
Significance
Teacher burnout can be a predictor of teacher attrition (Davis & Palladino, 2011).
Stress and coping strategies are two factors in teacher burnout. Chan & Hui (1995) and
McCarthy et al. (2009) argued that a teacher’s inappropriate coping strategies can result
4

in teacher burnout. Some elementary teachers have found ways to cope with the stress of
the profession and therefore are satisfied with the job. For example, teachers have
mentioned the importance of recognizing their own limitations and using a support
system to cope with the stress of the job (Austin et al., 2005; Kyriacou, 2001). Ostroff
(1992) found that individuals who are satisfied, committed, and not highly stressed have
higher levels of performance. These teachers may be viewed as experts because they have
developed effective coping strategies to help them not only perform better but also
remain in the field of teaching for many years.
In the current study, I aim to understand how expert elementary teachers cope and
then make the results available to novice teachers. I believe that if novice teachers can
learn to cope with stress effectively then they will be more likely to stay in the
profession, thereby reducing the rate of which teachers leave the profession in the first
five years. Beginning teachers must learn that this profession can be very demanding and
stressful, but with the right tools they can quickly overcome the various obstacles of
teaching and be on the road to success and satisfaction.
This study is significant in that it contributes to the body of literature involving a
group of teachers who are often overlooked in spite of their ability to successfully adapt
to one of the most stressful professions. Understanding the sources of stress and the
effective coping strategies of expert elementary teachers can help future researchers
develop stress management programs concerning how to be more resilient when faced
with the adversities of teaching. These programs can target the novice population who are
most likely to leave during the first five years of teaching. This study could help address
issues such as retention, classroom management, and hiring/recruitment.
5

Theoretical Framework
An ecological perspective will be used for this study. This perspective focuses on
a network of interactions concerning how things influence each other. One of the most
common interactions among ecological models is the person-environment interaction.
This interaction focuses on two factors (person and environments) and can be viewed as
“a set of nested structures, each inside the next, like a set of Russian dolls”
(Brofenbrenner, 1979, p. 3). The person is often pictured at the center of the nested
structures (or environments). The implication of this interaction is that the person has a
direct influence on his/her environments but the environments can also directly influence
the person. This means that there is a bi-directional influence between the person and
his/her environments.
Two particular approaches to this ecological perspective are Brofenbrenner’s
(1977) and McLeroy et al.’s (1988) models. Brofenbrenner’s (1977) model focused on
four levels: microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem. The innermost level
is the setting that contains the individual. This level is called the microsystem, which
Brofenbrenner (1979) noted as “a pattern of activities, roles and interpersonal relations
experienced by the... person in a given setting...” (p. 22). The mesosystem refers to the
environment in which the individual works. The exosystem refers to the district and
community levels where the teacher operates, lives and interacts with others. The
macrosytem refers to the federal and state levels, such as the No Child Left Behind
regulations and the Common Core curriculum standards. For previous studies that have
used Brofenbrenner’s (1977) model to examine teachers, see the following: Miller et al.
(1999) and Moore (2012).
6

McLeroy et al. (1988) used Brofenbrenner’s (1977) ideas but separated them into
five specific levels: intrapersonal, interpersonal, institutional, community, and public
policy. For example, McLeroy et al. (1988) converted Brofenbrenner’s (1977)
microsystem into two levels: intrapersonal and interpersonal. Other levels that changed
identity included the mesosystem which is now called the institutional level, the
exosystem, which is now part of the community and public policy levels, and the
macrosystem, which is entirely the public policy level. The intrapersonal level refers to
factors in an individual’s biological and personal history concerning attitude, knowledge,
training/skills, and self-concept that influence his/her behavior. The interpersonal level
refers to the beliefs and actions of the individual’s social networks and support systems,
such as family, friends, and work groups that influence his/her behavior. The institutional
level refers to factors relating to the organizational and management of the individual’s
work place that influence his/her behavior. The community level refers to the
relationships among organizations, institutions, and informal networks that influence the
individual’s behavior. The public policy level refers to factors relating to the national,
state, and local policies that influence the individual’s behavior.
The current study will use McLeroy et al.’s (1988) model to examine the sources
of stress and coping strategies of expert elementary teachers. The model will also identify
specific influences between the teachers and the levels concerning sources of stress and
coping strategies. Two examples are whether a teacher’s source of stress at one level can
influence stress at another level and whether a teacher’s coping strategies can influence
sources of stress at the various levels. A review of the five levels of this model as they are
applied to this study are shown in Table 1.
7

Table 1
McLeroy et al.’s (1988) model applied to the current study
Levels of influence

Description

Intrapersonal

Factors in a teacher’s biological and personal
history concerning attitude, knowledge,
training/skills, and self-concept that influence
his/her behavior.

Interpersonal

Refers to the beliefs and actions of the teacher’s
social networks (administrators, co-workers and
students) and support systems (family and
friends) that influence his/her behavior.

Institutional

Factors relating to the organizational and
management of the teacher’s school in terms of
schedules (time management), resources, and
responsibilities (paperwork) that influence the
teacher’s behavior.

Community

Relationships among organizations, institutions,
and informal networks that influence the
teacher’s behavior.
Examples include: professional development
opportunities, support from local
universities/colleges, businesses, and
parents/family.

Public Policy

Factors relating to the national, state, and local
school district policies concerning testing and
the Common Core that influence the teacher’s
behavior.

Teaching is a complex profession that involves many levels. Examining the
teachers’ sources of stress and coping strategies at each of the five levels as described in
the previous model can help researchers understand the sources of stress as perceived by
expert elementary teachers and effective coping techniques that might be useful to future
beginning teachers.
8

Research Questions
This research study investigated the sources of stress and effective coping
techniques of expert elementary teachers using McLeroy et al.’s (1988) Social Ecological
Model as a guide for each level. These questions were as follows.
1. What are the sources of stress of the expert elementary teachers at each
level of the Social Ecological Model?
2. How do the expert elementary teachers cope with stress at each level of
the Social Ecological Model?
3. Where do the expert elementary teachers learn their coping strategies?
Conceptual Framework
The present study examines the sources of expert elementary teachers’ stress and
their coping strategies as guided by the Social Ecological Model. Based on the literature,
a conceptual framework was developed for the study (see Figure 1). This conceptual
framework has two components. The first component provides a lens for conceptualizing
stress based on three items: sources of stress, coping strategies, and sources of the coping
strategies of expert elementary teachers. Understanding the sources of stress and coping
strategies at the five levels of the Social Ecological Model (intrapersonal, interpersonal,
institutional, community and public policy) can help future researchers/educators develop
programs that aim to reduce teacher stress in the classroom, especially for novice
teachers.
The second component of the conceptual framework has to do with the definition
of an expert teacher. Previous studies that have examined expert teachers selected their
participants based on some of the following criteria: received special awards in their
9

field, nominated by others (peers, mentor teachers, administrators, and former students),
National Board certification, performance concerning high student achievement scores
(their students have scored in the upper percentile on the state and national assessments),
years of experience, and professional or social group membership (Berliner, 2001;
Haberman, 1995; Palmer, Stough, Burdenski, & Gonzales, 2005; Ruddell, 1997; Xu,
Coats, & Davidson, 2012). Bond, Smith, Baker and Hattie (2000, as cited in Berliner,
2001) also “asserted that the expert teacher has extensive and accessible
knowledge...[concerning] knowledge about classrooms, subject matter and classroom
content” (p. 467). The expert elementary teachers in this study were selected based on
three criteria: had more than 5 years of teaching experience in PreK-fifth grades, were
nominated by elementary school administrators, and received recognition or awards for
excellence in their field.

10

Figure 1.

Conceptual framework.

Summary
I was an elementary teacher in Mobile, Alabama who saw firsthand accounts of
teachers’ personal and occupational struggles concerning stress. The majority of the
teachers coped with the stress in negative ways, which resulted in burnout and an early
exit from the profession. However, on a positive note, I also observed a small group of
expert teachers who coped with stress in positive ways, which resulted in better
performance in the classroom and satisfaction with the profession.
Turnover is an issue and so is burnout. Stress is a reason why teachers are burning
out of the profession. Therefore, this study aimed to address turnover by helping us
11

understand various sources of stress and how expert elementary teachers cope with it.
With this knowledge, we might be able to prepare new teachers to respond to the stress in
their classrooms.
Definition of Terms
Coping: Cognitive or behavioral strategies an individual uses to master, reduce, or
tolerate the internal or external demands that are perceived as exceeding the
resources of the individual (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).
Expert Elementary Teacher: Refers to the “stayers” group in terms of those teachers who
decided to stay in the profession (Billingsley, 1993). These teachers were selected
based on the following criteria: received recognition or awards for excellence in
their field, nominated by an elementary school administrator, and had more than 5
years of teaching experience in PreK-fifth grade. The third item was taken from
Gladwell’s (2008) notion that in order to become an expert in a field, one must
acquire ten thousand hours of practice, which is the equivalent of 5 years of
experience. Berliner (2001) also asserted that the “time for development of
expertise differs in every field, but a reasonable estimate for expertise to develop
in teaching, if it ever does, appears to be 5 or more years” (p. 479).
Resilient Teachers: Refers to teachers who can bounce back from an adversity due to
their coping strategies. Teachers who are resilient can successfully adapt to
difficult situations (Tait, 2008).
School Climate: Refers to the way specific individuals (administrators, teachers, and/or
students) interact within the school (Loukas, 2007).
12

Self-concept: Refers to an individual’s belief about himself/herself as it relates to his/her
performance (McLeroy et al.,1988).
Stress: An imbalance between the demands being made upon an individual and the
resources available to help cope with the demands or when pressure exceeds one’s
perceived ability to cope (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Wood & McCarthy, 2002).
Stressors: Refers to the source of stress or anything that causes stress (Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984).
Teacher Attrition/Turnover: Boe, Bobbit, and Cook (1997) believed that teacher attrition
is a component of teacher turnover. Teacher attrition is defined as teachers who
exit the profession; teacher turnover, however, can be viewed from two
standpoints: teachers who moved to another school or district (movers) and
teachers who leave the profession (leavers). Ingersoll (2001) also defined teacher
attrition as the “departure of teachers from their teaching jobs” (p. 4).
Teacher Retention: The rate at which teachers remain in the profession (Johnson &
Birkeland, 2003).
Teacher Stress: Refers to a negative effect on the teacher resulting from the work
environment. Negative emotions a teacher might experience while at work
include: tension, frustration, anxiety, anger, and depression (Kyriacou, 2001).

13

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Several components will be examined in this chapter that will contribute to the
understanding of the sources of stress, coping strategies, and sources of learned coping
strategies among expert elementary teachers. This section will include literature on four
areas: teacher attrition, stress and burnout, coping, and expert teachers. The teacher
attrition research will include: an overview, definition and types, costs of teacher
attrition, teacher attrition factors, and a summary. The stress and burnout research will
include: definitions, types, stages, burnout, sources of teacher stress, and a summary. The
coping research will include: definitions, stress and coping model, coping types, coping
strategies, where teachers learned their coping strategies, and a summary. The expert
teacher research will include three parts: definitions, characteristics, and a model. The
chapter will end with an overall conclusion of chapter two.
Teacher Attrition Research
Overview
Teacher attrition is not a new issue in education. In fact, it has been a concern
since the late 1970s and early 1980s. Teacher shortages are an international problem
including Sweden, Germany, and New Zealand as well as the United States (Santiago,
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2001). Teacher attrition issues cut across disciplines and classrooms concerning
mathematics, science, and special education (Billingsley, 1993; Ingersoll, 2001).
Ingersoll (2001) suggested that some degree of teacher turnover can be good for
the organization such as when teachers leave the profession because they are at the
retirement period or when ineffective teachers stop teaching. However, there is also
evidence that highly qualified teachers leave the profession before the retirement period
(Borman & Dowling, 2008). Borman and Dowling (2008) suggested that the teacher
turnover percentages are “not necessarily in the healthy range” (p. 396). Other estimates
vary but 33% - 45% of teachers leave the profession in the first five years (DarlingHammond, 2003; Ingersoll, 2003) and that rate is even higher in disadvantaged urban and
rural areas. Ingersoll (2003) referred to this high rate of teachers leaving early or before
the retirement period as the “revolving door phenomenon” (p. 17).
Definition and Types
Boe, Bobbit, and Cook (1997) believed that teacher attrition is a component of
teacher turnover. Teacher attrition is defined as teachers who choose to leave the
profession. Teacher turnover includes both teachers who leave the profession and
teachers who move to another school or district. Retention, then has three components:
movers (people who change jobs), leavers (people who leave the profession), and stayers
(people who stay in the profession; Boe et al., 1997; Johnson & Birkeland, 2003;
Luekens et al., 2004. In the current study, I examined the sources of stress and coping
strategies from the type of teachers referred to in the literature as the stayers.
An examination of the three types of teachers can be viewed from the data set of
the Teacher Follow-up Survey (TFS), which is sponsored by the National Center for
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Education Statistics (NCES) of the Institute of Education Sciences within the U.S.
Department of Education. The purpose of this survey is to examine the percentage of two
types of teachers: (a) teachers who stay in the profession and (b) teachers who leave the
profession. The survey also identifies teachers’ decisions for leaving. The TFS “sample
includes [K-12] teachers who leave teaching in the year after the [school and staffing
survey] data collection and those who continue to teach” (NCES, 2010, p. 1).The schools
and staffing survey (SASS) “is the nation's largest sample survey of the characteristics
and conditions of America's public and private schools and the teachers and principals
who work in them” (NCES, 1999, p. 1). TFS has been conducted six times during the
years of 1988-89, 1991-92, 1994-95, 2000-01, 2004-05, and 2008-09 by the U.S. Census
Bureau (NCES, 2010). Between the years of 1988 and 2009, the data revealed an increase
in attrition rates each time the survey was conducted. For example, the total attrition rate
for the leavers’ category went from 5.6% to 8.4% within a 21-year period. Table 2 shows
the percentage distribution of teacher stayers, movers, and leavers by sector and selected
years 1988–89 through 2008–09 as indicated in the TFS (NCES, 2010).
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Table 2
Teacher Follow-up Survey from 1988-2009
Sector/Year
Public

Percentage
Stayers

Movers

Leavers

1988–89

86.5

7.9

5.6

1991–92

87.6

7.3

5.1

1994–95

86.3

7.2

6.6

2000–01

84.9

7.7

7.4

2004–05

83.5

8.1

8.4

2008–09

84.5

7.6

8.0

There are numerous reasons for teachers to decide to stay, move, or leave. Years
of experience played a big role in this decision. Table 3 shows the data from the TFS of
2008-2009.
Table 3
Teacher Follow-up Survey of 2008-2009
Section/Year
Years of Experience

Percentage
Stayers

Movers

Leavers

1-3

77.3

13.7

9.1

4-9

84.1

7.9

7.9

10-19

90.3

5.5

4.2
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These data suggest that teachers who make it through three years of teaching are
more likely to stay in the profession. Those who do leave probably leave in part or
completely because of stress.
Previous studies have suggested that teacher stress may be one of the main
reasons teachers leave the profession. For example, the Canadian Teachers’ Federation’s
workplace survey (2001, as cited in Brackenreed, 2011) reported “47% of teachers quit
before retirement due to stress and frustration” (p. 4). Stress resulted from the high
expectations and increasing demands on teachers. For example, one teacher reported that
“the job expectations and workload are becoming unmanageable” (Canadian Teacher’s
Federation National Research Project, 2011, p. 5). Greenberg (1984, as cited in Brown &
Nagel, 2004) also found that one-third of teachers would not enter into the profession if
given a chance to choose again. Understanding teachers’ stress and coping strategies
might lead to solutions for supporting teacher retention.
Costs of Teacher Attrition
Attrition costs schools and districts both instructionally and financially.
Instructional costs have a negative impact on student learning. Ingersoll and Smith (2003)
reported that the majority of teachers who leave have less than five years of experience,
and the teachers who replace them are typically inexperienced as well. This is
problematic because teaching quality improves with experience and high teaching quality
is linked to high student performance (Darling-Hammond, 2000). The quality of
education can become undermined when large numbers of teachers leave the profession
each year.
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Teacher turnover also puts financial costs on school systems, states, and the
nation. These costs can include training, hiring, recruiting, advertising and even vacancy
costs (paying substitute teachers until qualified teachers are found for the positions). For
example, Brownell, Hirsch, & Seo (2004) reported that the federal government “spends
approximately $90 million” (p. 56) for the recruitment of special education teachers.
Financial costs to respond to teacher attrition place a burden on schools and districts.
The Alliance for Excellent Education (2005) examined the cost of teacher attrition
on the United States as a whole and for individual states. In 2003, 6% of teachers left the
profession, which cost the United States about $2.2 billion. The cost is even higher when
teachers who transfer to other schools (movers) is added: $4.9 billion nationwide
(Alliance for Excellent Education, 2005). Teacher attrition costs vary among individual
school district locations concerning urban and nonurban areas. An estimate including
both urban and nonurban areas can range from $6,000 to $30,000 per teacher (NCTAF,
2003). Attrition costs also vary across states. For example, the financial costs of four
states include: North Dakota of $8.5 million, Mississippi of $38.6 million, New York of
$363.6 million, and Texas of a half a billion dollars (Alliance for Excellent Education,
2005). Because attrition is so costly, both instructionally and financially, it is important to
study and understand factors that lead to attrition or ways to help new teachers cope with
stress with the hopes of stemming the tide of attrition.
Teacher Attrition Factors
There are many reasons why a teacher leaves the profession before the retirement
period. Billingsley (1993) created a model that examined three kinds or sets of factors
(external, employment and personal) that may influence a teacher’s decision to stay or
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leave the profession early. This model is presented in Figure 2. External factors include
economic, societal and institutional considerations, which can directly and indirectly
influence a teacher's career decision. Employment factors include professional
qualifications, work conditions and rewards, commitment and employability. Personal
factors include demographics, family, and cognitive/affective factors in terms of the
teacher feeling satisfied about his/her work. Billingsley (1993) wrote that when
"professional qualifications and work conditions are not as favorable teachers are likely
to experience fewer rewards and, thus, reduced commitment. Whether teachers actually
leave depends on a host of personal, social, and economic factors" (p. 147). The model
suggests that these factors impact whether the teacher stays, moves, or leaves. The
majority of Billingsley's work is on teachers of special education.
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Figure 2.

Billingsley’s (1993) teacher attrition model.

There are many reasons beginning teachers might leave the profession and stress
may be one possibility. Teaching is considered to be one of the most stressful
occupations (Stoeber & Rennert, 2008). Borg (1990, as cited in Brown & Nagel, 2004)
identified several studies that examined the level of teacher stress among English middle
school teachers and found that 25-33% of the teachers viewed their job as stressful (pp.
34-35). Miller et al. (1999) surveyed over 1,500 elementary and secondary teachers to
understand factors that lead to their decision to leave the profession or move to another
school/district. They found that stress was one of the main factors that contributed to their
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decision. Stress resulted from sources like negative school climates, lack of training, and
lack of experience. Numerous studies have suggested this idea that stress is related to a
teacher’s decision to leave (Billingsley & Cross, 1992; Cross & Billingsley, 1994;
Gersten, Keating, Yovanoff, & Harniss, 2001; Morvant, Gersten, Gillman, Keating, &
Blake, 1995; Schnorr, 1995; Singh & Billingsley, 1996). For example, 80% of the
teachers in Morvant et al. (1995) study reported leaving the profession due to “stress on a
weekly or daily basis” (p. 68). Stressed teachers are more likely to leave the profession.
Summary
The teacher attrition rate is high and continues to increase each year. When large
numbers of teachers leave, the education system is undermined. This can have
devastating financial effects on the school district and individual schools. Identifying the
predictors of teacher attrition is important, especially the ways sources of stress and one’s
coping strategies play a role in a teacher’s career decision. The following section will
examine the definition of stress, types, stages, burnout, and sources of stress among
teachers.
Stress and Burnout Research
Definitions
Stress is a difficult term to define because it affects each individual differently. In
fact, if you asked five people to define stress, you would obtain five different answers. Of
all the answers though, a reoccurring theme placed within the string of definitions is a
demand of some sort whether it is caused by or results in a pleasant or unpleasant
experience (Seyle, 1976; The American Institute of Stress, 1979). The American
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Institute of Stress (1979) defined stress as a demand on the body that causes a physical,
emotional and/or spiritual change. This change furthermore disrupts the natural balance
of the body. The stress literature continues to reference Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984)
concept of stress, which they define as an imbalance between the demands being made
upon an individual and the resources available to help cope with the demands or when
pressure exceeds one’s perceived ability to cope. Knowing the definition of stress, it is
also important to examine types of stress.
Types
There are two types of stress: positive (eustress) and negative (distress). The
primary difference between eustress and distress is that in eustress, the individual
perceives the situation as positive instead of negative. Eustress often occurs at sporting
events, celebrations, and other positive experiences. Distress occurs when the individual
fails to take control of the situation, which results in unnecessary negative experiences
(The American Institute of Stress, 1979). Lazarus & Folkman (1984) asserted how an
individual perceives stress results in how it affects him or her. For example, if one
perceives a traffic jam at 8:00 in the morning to be a threat, this would result in a
negative experience; whereas if the individual had not reacted to the situation (perceived
no threat), stress would not be a factor in this case. McLellan, Bragg, and Cacciola (1986)
asserted that positive stress brings thrill to life, whereas negative stress brings harm to
life.
Not only are there two types of stress, but there are also various forms including
cognitive, emotional, physical, and behavioral (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, 2013). The various symptoms of the forms can be found in Table 4 (Segal,
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Smith, Segal, & Robinson, 2015). Understanding the types and symptoms of stress is
important but identifying the stages of stress is critical as well.
Table 4
Signs and Symptoms of Stress
Cognitive

Emotional

Physical

*Constant worrying

*Easily agitated,
frustrated, and moody

* Low energy
*Changes in appetite –
*Headaches
eating too much or not
*Upset stomach
much at all
*Aches, pains, and tense
muscles
*Procrastinating and
*Chest pain and rapid
avoiding responsibilities
heartbeat
*Insomnia
*Increased use of alcohol,
*Frequent colds and
drugs, or cigarettes
infections
*Nervousness and
*Exhibiting nervous
shaking, ringing in the
behaviors, such as nail
ears, cold or sweaty hands biting, fidgeting, and
and feet
pacing
*Clenched jaw and
grinding teeth

*Racing thoughts
*Forgetfulness and
disorganization
*Inability to focus
*Poor judgment
*Being pessimistic or
seeing only the negative
side

*Feeling overwhelmed
*Difficulty relaxing and
quieting your mind
*Feeling bad about
yourself, worthless, and
depressed
*Avoiding others

Behavioral

Stages
Studies on stress erupted in the 1930s. A distinguished researcher who is often
cited in the literature for his studies on stress is Hans Seyle. Seyle (1976) believed that
stress manifested itself by a syndrome known as the General Adaptation Syndrome. This
meant the body changed in various ways when encountering a stressor. He argued that
stress occurred in three stages: alarm, resistance, and exhaustion (Seyle, 1976). A
description of each stage is as follows. The alarm stage is when the individual is aware of
the stressful situation, which either results in excitement (eustress) or fear (distress). This
stage is often referred to as the fight or flight response where the individual encounters a
stressful situation and must choose to either fight the stressor or run away from it. The
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physical symptoms a person may experience at this stage include an increased heart rate,
dilated pupils, slowed digestion, keen sense of smell and hearing, increased energy levels,
and sweating. The resistance stage refers to the person’s ability to adapt to the stressor in
order to return to a normal state as he/she had been before encountering the stressor. The
person may be fatigued at this stage as the body tries to adapt to the stressor. The
exhaustion stage occurs when the individual continues to experience the stressor and is
not able to return to a normal state after experiencing the stressor. This is similar to a
burnout phase where the individual has dealt with the negative stress over a long period
of time and is unable to cope in a positive way to manage the stress. Long-term
consequences of this stage can include ulcers, depression, insomnia, high blood pressure,
obesity, etc. (Seyle, 1976). Teachers who reach the exhaustion stage tend to have
frequent absences from their job due to illnesses and may eventually exit the profession
before the retirement age (Ingersoll, 2003); however, some may remain in the system
creating negative environments that can be damaging to the students’ performance and
emotional well-being (Yong & Yue, 2007).
Burnout
Stress is noted in the literature as a contributing factor in burnout. Van Dick and
Wagner (2001) found that “the more teachers suffered from stress the more they showed
symptoms of burnout” (p. 256). Hargreaves (2001) believed that because teachers are
emotionally involved in their jobs, they are likely to experience higher levels of stress
and emotional burnout.
Maslach (1982) asserted that there were three components of burnout: emotional
exhaustion, depersonalization, and lack of personal achievement as a response to chronic
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work stress. Emotional exhaustion refers to having low energy and lack of motivation to
do one’s work well, such as preparing developmentally appropriate lessons for the
students. The individual appears to be fatigue, easily irritable, and has lost interest in
work and life, which is similar to a depressive state.
Depersonalization refers to isolation or withdrawal from social situations.
Behaviors of the individual include keeping to himself/herself, displaying a negative or
cynical attitude and behavior towards others, and showing a lack of empathy for others
(Farber, 1984; Iacovides, Fountoulakis, Kaprinis, & Kaprinis, 2003). Teachers are likely
to treat their students as objects by being unkind to them and not caring how their
behaviors and comments affect the students’ emotional well-being. Other burnout
behaviors of teachers reported by Yong and Yue (2007) include problems with selfcontrol and self-respect, overreacting to small problems, and difficulty concentrating.
Teachers also lack enthusiasm for their work and have a lowered sense of creativity.
Lack of personal accomplishment refers to an individual’s belief that he or she
cannot perform well. The individual thinks negatively about his or her performance and
often judges self harshly (Maslach et al., 2001). Antoniou et al. (2013) surveyed
elementary and secondary teachers in various public schools and found that elementary,
female teachers were more stressed and had a lower personal accomplishment than men.
This study is an indication that the female teachers had reached the burnout stage due to a
change in their belief about their performance.
Some researchers have argued that burnout results when teachers do not have
effective coping strategies (e.g., Chan & Hui, 1995; McCarthy et al., 2009). Teachers
who reach this burnout stage are more likely to leave the profession; however, some
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choose to remain in their current position. Maslach et al. (2001) found that overstressed
teachers do not work as effectively as other teachers. Therefore, teachers who are highly
stressed (burnout stage) and decide to stay in the profession may not be able to provide
quality education for their students (Schaufeli, Leiter, & Maslach, 2009; Yong & Yue,
2007).
Definition of Teacher Stress
As noted earlier, there are two types of stress: eustress (positive) and distress
(negative). When referring to the term stress on the job, the literature identifies the term
as negative. Therefore, teacher stress as indicated by Kyriacou (2001) refers to “the
experience by a teacher of unpleasant, negative emotions, such as anger, anxiety, tension,
frustration or depression, resulting from some aspect of their work as a teacher” (p. 28).
Understanding the definition of teacher stress is important as well as the sources of stress
as perceived by teachers.
Sources of Teacher Stress related to the Social Ecological Model
The stress that teachers experience at work can stem from various levels. Gupta
(1981) argued that stress can be classified at three levels: organizational, environmental,
and individual. A description of the levels according to Gupta (1981) is as follows. The
organizational level concerns conditions at work and interactions among people at work;
whereas, the environmental level concerns conditions outside of the workplace like
parents and community members. The individual level refers to personal characteristics
like age, experience, knowledge, etc. Liu and Hu (2010) suggested a fourth level also
called environmental. Although the second and fourth levels are similar in name, they are
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not similar in meaning. For example, Liu and Hu (2010, as cited in Mohajan, 2012) refer
to the environmental level as the “uncertainty of economics, politics and technology” (p.
8). When the four levels are viewed from the current study’s ecological perspective
(McLeroy et al., 1988), the terminology of the levels change and multiple levels can
emerge from a single level. An example of this is as follows. The organizational level is
identified as the interpersonal and institutional levels; whereas the environmental level is
identified as both the community and public policy levels. The individual level is
changed to intrapersonal.
There are numerous sources of teacher stress. Some of the main sources among
the individual and organizational levels include time constraints, paperwork, role conflict,
role ambiguity, salary, resources, class size, support, knowledge in dealing with children
with special needs or behavioral issues, working conditions, coping with change, and
teacher autonomy (see for example Austin, Shah, & Muncer, 2005; Chen & Miller, 1997;
Cunningham, 1983; Geving, 2007; Gupta, 1981; Hepburn & Brown, 2001; Kerr et al.,
2011; Kokkinos, 2007; Kyriacou, 2001; Lambert, McCarthy, O’Donnell, & Wang, 2009;
Miller et al., 1999; Morvant et al., 1995; Pearson & Moomaw, 2005). Sources of stress
among the environmental levels (also identified as community and public policy levels)
include parental involvement, professional development opportunities, and testing
(Billingsley, 1993; Friedman, 2000; Hepburn & Brown, 2001; Lambert et al., 2009).
Another source of stress at the organizational level is the length of the school day
and school year. Kinnunen and Leskinen (1989) examined the stress levels of teachers for
an entire school year. Data was collected through the use of questionnaires 12 times
during the fall and spring semesters. They found that the teachers’ ability to recover over
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the weekend towards the end of the fall semester had weakened when compared to the
beginning of the semester. However, during the spring semester, the teachers reported
being able to recover more often after various holiday breaks and weekends. Although
the teachers’ stress levels fluctuated during the two terms, there was no significant
difference between the stress levels of the two terms. “It was therefore assumed that the
stability of the stress pattern was due to the highly invariant nature of work and home
conditions as well as certain specific features of personality and coping strategies among
the teachers” (Kinnunen & Leskinen, 1989, p. 121). In other words, teaching is stressful
all year long and there are numerous factors to consider, such as one’s coping strategies.
Sources of stress at the individual level can stem from characteristics, such as age,
marital status, gender, race/ethnicity, teaching experience, and personality (Chen &
Miller, 1997). Miller et al. (1999) used Brofenbrenner’s (1977) Social Ecological Model
to examine how historical factors (e.g., age, race, gender, commitment to teaching special
education, belief of one’s ability to teach students with disabilities, and teacher
preparation) and other variables influenced “job satisfaction, teacher commitment, and
stress; and ultimately, a teacher’s decision to stay in, leave, or transfer from the special
education classroom” (p. 203). They found that teachers with less experience were more
likely to leave the profession. Billingsley (2003) agreed with Miller et al.’s (1999)
finding that this “is to be expected, because age and teaching experience are highly
correlated” (p. 13). Farber (1984) also found that age “significantly affected teachers’
perceived feelings of burnout… and their sense of commitment to the profession” (p.
329). For example, teachers “in the 21-33 and 34-44 year old group perceived themselves
as more burned out and less committed to teaching than did teachers in the 45-65 year old
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age category” (p. 329). These examples suggest that teachers with less experience are
more likely to leave the profession due to stress.
Liu and Ramsey (2008) found that minority status, years of teaching experience,
and gender were linked to job satisfaction among teachers. Teachers who were not
satisfied with the job were more likely to perceive it as stressful. For example, minority
teachers were less satisfied with teaching, and teachers with more years of experience
were satisfied with teaching. Also female teachers tended to be more satisfied than male
teachers. The sources of stress among beginning teachers and veteran teachers are
different. In fact, Shaw, Keiper, and Flaherty (1985) found two sources of stress among
veteran teachers, such as being told that their performance is unsatisfactory and being
transferred involuntarily to another grade, school or district.
Although Liu and Ramsey’s (2008) study found that females tended to be more
satisfied (or less stressed) with the teaching profession than males, other studies have
suggested different results. For example, Maslach, Jackson, and Leiter (1996) examined
the predictors of burnout in teachers and found that have females had higher emotional
exhaustion levels and males had higher depersonalization and personal accomplishment
levels, which might mean that females and males behave differently when encountering
stressful situations at work. Kokkinos (2007) also found that “married female teachers
were more emotionally exhausted than their married male counterparts” (p. 234).
However, another study conducted by Akpochafo (2012) examined the sources of
primary teacher stress and found no significant differences between age, gender and years
of experience.
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Personality is another factor that can affect stress levels. Maslach et al. (2001)
asserted personality traits have been studied to identify which type of people may be
more likely to experience burnout. For example, being a perfectionist and having a high
external locus of control can increase a teacher’s stress level (Harris, Haplin, & Haplin,
1985). Locus of control refers to a person’s perceived control over his or her behavior,
which can be internal and/or external. Crother et al. (2010) noted that individuals with
high internal locus of control believe that they are in control of their situations; whereas
those with high external locus of control believe that others control their situations.
Researchers examining variables concerning locus of control and stress have found that
teachers who perceived they had control of their situation (high internal locus of control)
experienced less stress (Crother et al., 2010; Harris et al., 1985).
Another aspect of the type of personality one exhibits is having a type A
personality. Type A’s are often described as individuals who are “impatient, aggressive,
hostile, dominant, self-confident and preoccupied with deadlines, challenges and
responsibilities” (Bachkirova, 2005, p. 346). Some studies examining type A individuals
“suggest a close correlation between vulnerability to stress and low self-esteem”
(Bachkirova, 2005, p. 347). Overall, the literature on individual traits regarding gender,
marital status, and personality provide a complicated picture about the ways stress plays a
role in the teacher’s work environment.
Summary
Stress affects each person differently because of how one perceives his/her
situation (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Understanding how stress affects individuals in the
teaching profession including of the sources and stages of stress, especially the burnout
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phase is important. Teachers need to have knowledge of the types, sources and stages of
stress so that their performance and learning are not hindered. Sometimes stress and one’s
coping strategies can be predictors of a teacher’s decision to remain in the profession.
Teachers with a repertoire of coping strategies may have more resources for dealing with
stress. In the next section, the coping research will be discussed.
Coping Research
Definitions
Throughout the coping literature, researchers frequently cite the work of Lazarus
and his colleague (e.g. Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Lazarus and Folkman (1984) defined
coping as the cognitive or behavioral strategies an individual uses to master, reduce or
tolerate the internal or external demands that are perceived as exceeding the resources of
the individual. Cognitive refers to mental and self-talk; whereas behavioral refers to
taking action or doing something (Latack & Havlovic, 1992). Dewe, Cox, and Ferguson
(1993) emphasized that coping can be viewed as “the cognitions and behaviors adopted
by the individual following the recognition of a stressful encounter that are in some way
designed to deal with that encounter of its consequences” (p. 7). In other words, coping
involves the use of specific strategies to reduce the stressful experience.
Stress and Coping Model
Folkman and Moskowitz (2004) argued that coping “is not a stand-alone
phenomenon. It is embedded in a complex, dynamic stress process that involves the
person, the environment, and the relationship between them” (p. 748). In other words,
there is a reciprocal determinism or bi-directional influence between the person and
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his/her environment, which means the person is influenced by the environment and the
environment is influenced by the person. In order to understand this phenomenon, it is
important to discuss Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) transactional model for stress and
coping, which was designed to assess how a person copes with stress. Understanding this
process can help one understand how the environment can influence the person’s
behavior and vice versa.
This model is based on the concept of cognitive appraisal (Frydenberg, 1997).
Cognitive appraisal “is what a person does to evaluate whether a particular encounter is
relevant to his or her well-being” (Frydenberg, 1997, p. 35). The person encounters two
types of appraisals: primary and secondary. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) defined primary
appraisal as a person’s views about whether the situation is stressful, positive,
controllable, or irrelevant. In other words, the person either perceives the situation or
event as a threat or no threat at all. If there is no threat, there is no stress. If there is a
threat, the person appraises the situation a second time. The second appraisal focuses on
how to solve the problem, which Cohen (1984) noted was an assessment of people’s
coping resources and options. In other words, the person assesses whether his/her coping
resources (or strategies) will either help reduce the stress or not help at all. In the case
where the person’s coping resources (or strategies) are helpful, the person will experience
positive stress; whereas, when the person’s coping resources are not helpful, the person
will experience negative stress. An example of this model can be viewed in Figure 3.
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Figure 3.

Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) transactional model of stress and coping.

This model can teach people that stress can be reduced if they change their
perceptions of stress. Stress is different for everyone in terms of their perceptions. Two
individuals faced with the same situation may perceive the situation differently. One may
view the situation as a threat (stressful) while the other may not. Our perceptions of our
environment have an impact on the stress we feel as well as the coping strategies we use.
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Coping Types
The coping literature identifies various coping types, but the language throughout
the literature is inconsistent. In other words, some researchers use different names to
describe similar types of coping. This can be confusing to readers who are not familiar
with the coping literature. There are numerous types of coping displayed in the literature,
but I will only discuss three types. Three of these coping types with multiple names
include: problem-focused, emotion-focused, and avoidance. These three are the most
relevant to the teaching profession. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) identified the first two
types: problem-focused and emotion-focused. They were among the first researchers to
use these particular terms when describing the types of coping. Throughout the coping
literature, several researchers refer to these two coping types by other names. For
example, two other names for problem-focused coping include task-oriented coping
(Frydenberg & Lewis, 1997) and direct action (Carmona et al., 2006; Kyriacou, 2001;
Sharplin, O’Neil, & Chapman, 2011). Problem-focused coping refers to identifying the
problem or stressor and then developing a plan to solve the problem in order to change
the stressful situation (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Frydenberg (1997) wrote that if “the
encounter is amenable to change, problem-focused strategies are used” (p. 35).
The second type of coping with multiple names is emotion-focused coping
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Frydenberg and Lewis (1997) referred to this phenomenon
as reactive coping; whereas others have identified it as palliative coping (Austin et al.,
2005; Carmona et al., 2006; Kyriacou, 2001; Sharplin et al., 2011). Emotion-focused
coping refers to changing the way one thinks or feels about a stressful situation. Lazarus
and Folkman (1984) found that when individuals feel less in control of an outcome, they
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tend to use the emotion-focused type of coping. The third type of coping with multiple
names is avoidance (Endler & Parker, 1999; Sharplin et al., 2011), which can also be
referred to as non-productive coping (Frydenberg & Lewis, 1997). Avoidance coping
refers to avoiding or ignoring the stressful situation in hopes that the problem will go
away.
Of the three coping types, the most effective and frequently used is problemfocused coping because the individual is tackling the stressor head on by creating a plan
on how he/she can make the situation better and possibly prevent it from occurring in the
future (Austin et al., 2005; Verhoeven, Kraaij, Joekes, & Maes, 2003). Carmona et al.
(2006) argued that teachers who use direct action (problem-focused) coping strategies are
less likely to experience burnout than those who use palliative coping (emotion-focused).
Avoidance coping is ineffective because it leaves the problem unresolved (Endler &
Parker, 1999; Green & Ross, 1996). Maslach et al. (2001) found that teachers who use
avoidance coping strategies often respond in negative ways, such as isolating themselves
emotionally and physically from others. Overtime, this coping strategy can lead to
burnout because the teacher feels trapped by all the unresolved problems (Chan, 1998).
Coping Strategies
A teacher’s usage of inappropriate coping strategies can be linked with teacher
burnout. Numerous teachers will reach this burnout stage at some point in their career.
Some of these teachers will be able to bounce back from the adversities as a result of
their coping strategies; whereas some teachers will remain in the burnout stage as a result
of their coping strategies. The teachers who can bounce back from an adversity due to
their coping strategies are referred to as resilient. Teachers who are resilient can
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successfully adapt to difficult situations (Tait, 2008). In order to successfully adapt to a
stressful situation, one must use effective coping strategies geared toward the problemfocused coping type. Problem-focused coping is considered the most effective type
because the person is focused on discovering solutions to the problem (Austin et al.,
2005; Verhoeven et al., 2003).
In the next section, two of the most commonly used strategies for problemfocused coping will be discussed and then strategies related to both problem-focused and
emotion-focused coping will be listed in a table. These strategies are based on the works
of Austin et al. (2005), Benmansour (1998), Borg and Falzon (1990), Hung (2011),
Kyriacou (2001), Lewis (1999), Sharplin et al. (2011), Tait (2008), and Weil (2011). In
the final section, strategies for the third type of coping (avoidance) will be discussed.
There are numerous problem-focused coping strategies. The first and most
commonly used strategy by elementary teachers is to seek social support and feedback
from peers or other professionals for both academic and emotional needs (Hung, 2011;
Lewis, 1999). A second strategy mentioned by Darling-Hammond and Bransford (2005)
is to use self-reflection. This strategy is an important attribute of being an expert teacher.
A self-reflective practitioner is one who is able to detect whether his/her professional
practice is beneficial to the students’ learning and performance and adjust their practice
accordingly. Teachers may engage in reflection in many ways. Pultorak (2010) discussed
two types of reflections: journal writing and computer-mediated dialogue. Journal writing
allows teachers to relive experiences that were either positive or negative and ask
themselves a series of questions: What should I do? What does this mean? How did I
come to know this? and How might I do things differently? The computer-mediated
37

dialogue allows teachers to share their experiences in chat rooms and learn how others
are struggling with the same issues. Understanding the importance of networking to get
feedback is a critical tool for improving practice thus reducing stress.
While forming a peer group and engaging in reflection are two primary effective
ways of coping, there are several more. These coping strategies help teachers solve a
problem, determine a plan, or reframe the situation. These can all be done by the
individual. Various strategies, types and references on coping can be viewed in Table 5.
Table 5
Coping Strategies, Coping Types, and References
Coping Strategies

Coping Types

References

Seeking social support

Problem-focused

Austin et al., 2005;
Benmansour, 1998; Hung,
2011; Lewis, 1999; Tait, 2008

Self-reflection

Problem-focused

Darling-Hammond &
Bransford, 2005; Kyriacou,
2001; Lewis, 1999; Tait, 2008

Developing a plan of action

Problem-focused

Austin et al., 2005; Lewis,
1999; Tait, 2008
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Table 5 (Continued)
Coping Strategies

Coping Types

References

Putting effort into work

Problem-focused

Lewis, 1999; Tait, 2008

Improving relationships with others

Problem-focused

Lewis, 1999

Positive thinking

Emotion-focused

Austin et al., 2005; Lewis,

Problem-focused

1999

Making time for hobbies and exercise Problem-focused

Benmansour, 1998; Lewis,

Emotion-focused

1999

Keeping problems in perspective

Problem-focused

Borg & Falzon, 1990

Keeping feelings under control

Emotion-focused

Kyriacou, 2001

Planning ahead and prioritizing

Problem-focused

Benmansour, 1998

Recognizing one’s own limitations

Problem-focused

Kyriacou, 2001

Avoiding confrontations

Problem-focused

Borg & Falzon, 1990

Relaxing after work

Emotion-focused

Benmansour, 1998; Borg &

Spending more time on important

Problem-focused

Falzon, 1990

Creating a healthy home life

Problem-focused

Kyriacou, 2001

Deep breathing

Emotion-focused

Kyriacou, 2001

Adapt to the problem or situation

Problem-focused

Weil, 2011

tasks

Benmansour, 1998; Tait, 2008
Using humor

Emotion-focused
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Sharplin et al., 2011

Table 5 (Continued)
Coping Strategies

Coping Types

References

Praying

Emotion-focused

Sharplin et al., 2011

Accessing professional development Problem-focused

Sharplin et al., 2011

Time management

Problem-focused

Kyriacou, 2001

Being flexible

Problem-focused

Tait, 2008

Strategies for the final type of coping (avoidance) are considered negative. Some
of these negative strategies from the works of Endler and Parkler (1999), Kyriacou
(2001), Lewis (1999), and Sharplin et al. (2011) include worrying by thinking negatively
about the situation, crying, getting angry, substance use, ignoring, taking a temporary
time out, procrastination, distraction, and social diversion. Gugliemi and Tatrow (1998)
also identified the use of food, nicotine and/or medication as a substitute for dealing with
stress. Chan (1998) found that teachers who used these avoidance coping strategies were
more likely to burn out of the profession.
Where Teachers Learned Their Coping Strategies
I was able to identify only two studies that examined where teachers learned their
coping strategies: Cockburn (1996) and Howard & Johnson (2004). Cockburn (1996)
surveyed primary school teachers and found that most teachers acquired their coping
strategies through personal experiences. The most effective coping type used by these
teachers was problem-focused coping. Howard and Johnson (2004) found that teachers
learned their coping strategies through personal experiences and people. Both sources
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identified interaction with others but did not find that teachers were systematically taught
coping strategies or that addressing stress was part of either the teacher education
program or a school mentoring system. This study aims to update these studies and to
examine where teachers in the rural south learned their coping strategies.
Summary
There are numerous studies that have examined elementary teachers’ coping
strategies, but very few that have examined expert elementary teachers’ coping strategies
and where they learned their coping strategies. Two studies suggest two ways teachers
learned their coping strategies, which were through personal experiences and people
(Cockburn, 1996; Howard & Johnson, 2004). The current study examines whether there
are additional sources for learning coping strategies by asking expert teachers about how
they learned to cope. In the next section, I will discuss what it means to be an expert
teacher including definitions, models and characteristics.
Expert Teacher Research
Definitions
There are myriad definitions of how to become an expert in a profession, such as
teaching. According to Pressley & McCormick (1995), expertise requires many years of
experience, which Gladwell (2008) specified as ten thousand hours of practice. This
would be the equivalent of at least five years of experience. This is similar to Berliner’s
(2001) idea that the “time for development of expertise differs in every field, but a
reasonable estimate for expertise to develop in teaching, if it ever does, appears to be 5 or
more years” (p. 479).
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Kreber (2002) defined expert teachers as those who are motivated to
“continuously seek out new opportunities to further their understanding of problems” (p.
13). By identifying, analyzing, and solving problems, they are able to develop more
effective strategies. This is similar to Knowles’ (1975) notion of being a self-directed
learner, defined as someone who takes initiative for his/her own learning. Expert teachers
can be viewed as self-directed learners who are continuously learning and seeking new
knowledge in order to improve their performance.
In the literature, the terms expert and exemplary are used interchangeably. Bond
et al. (2000, as cited in Berliner, 2001) “asserted that the expert teacher has extensive and
accessible knowledge… [concerning] knowledge about classrooms, subject matter and
classroom content” (p. 469) and Collinson (1996) remarked that in “the triad of
knowledge for becoming an exemplary teacher, I refer to this expert knowledge as
professional knowledge” (p. 4). Therefore, these comments support the idea that the
terms expert and exemplary can be used interchangeably.
The majority of the research that used the term expert or exemplary to define its
population usually examined knowledge that was content related, as in expert literacy
teachers (Allington, Johnson, & Day, 2002; Morrow, Tracey, Woo, & Pressley, 1999)
and exemplary science teachers (Xu, Coats, & Davidson, 2012). Some may view the term
expert as being equated with the term experienced just like the term “inexperience is
equated perfectly with the novice status in a field” (Berliner, 2001, p. 466). However,
according to Berliner, “the acquisition of experience does not automatically denote
expertise” (p. 466). Therefore, for the purpose of this study, I used the term expert instead
of experienced.
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Model
Various models have been developed to examine the developmental stages of
teachers. One such model was the Dreyfus Model, which was developed by Hubert and
Stuart Dreyfus in 1986. The model is also known as the skill acquisition model. Berliner
(1988) adapted this model to examine teachers. He believed that individuals must enter
five levels in order to become an expert. These five levels include novice, advanced
beginner, competent, proficient, and expert. This examination of teachers began with
novices who developed into advanced beginners due to experience. A simplified way to
describe this model is to suggest that more teaching experience may increase the
likelihood of the teacher moving forward to the next stage. The individuals at the novice
stage are viewed as student teachers and first year teachers. Advanced beginners are
usually second and third year teachers. Competent teachers are in their third and fourth
years. This competent level of teaching can be achieved by the vast majority of teachers.
Around the fifth year, a small number of teachers may move further developmentally and
become proficient. Some of these proficient teachers will reach the very highest level of
teacher development- that of the expert (Berliner, 1988). Few teachers reach the expert
level. To assume that every teacher will reach this expert stage is unrealistic because of
the differences that exist in teaching ability.
Characteristics of the five levels. The following section will briefly describe the
characteristics of the model’s five levels. Teachers at the novice level have the ability to
learn basic tasks to be performed in the work setting, such as creating context-free rules
to guide behavior and understanding the meaning of higher-order questions and
reinforcement. Teachers at this level exhibit behavior that is inflexible, rational, and
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conforms to the rules and procedures of the school where they are working. Only
marginal performance is actually expected. This is the level for learning objective facts
and situational features. It is a stage for gaining experience where real-life experiences
seem more important than verbal information.
Teachers at the advanced beginner level exhibit two characteristics concerning an
increase in knowledge and experience. The teacher’s increase in knowledge is related to
the verbal, episodic, and strategic knowledge components. The teacher’s increase in
experience affects his/her behavior in terms of when to ignore or break rules and when to
follow; however the teacher is still not able to discern between what is important and
what is not.
Teachers at the competent level exhibit two characteristics: having rational goals
with effective ways of achieving them and being able to differentiate between what is
important and what is not. While in this level, the teachers learn how set the pace of their
lessons to avoid timing and targeting errors, such as what they should address and what
they should ignore. In other words, teachers understand when to keep working on a topic
and when to let it go and move on to another one. Competent teachers are more
personally in charge than novices and advanced beginners. Because of this personal
aspect (control of surrounding events, using their own agenda and choosing their
information) teachers at this competent stage will usually feel more responsible for the
outcome. Unlike novices and advanced beginners, competent teachers will not be
detached; therefore a teaching/classroom success or failure will seem emotionally
different and will be more profoundly felt by competent teachers than by novices and
advanced beginners.
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Teachers at the proficient level exhibit two characteristics: intuition and knowhow. Teachers are intuitive in knowledge and recognizing patterns, yet analytical and
deliberate in decision making and how to react. Because of the vast teaching experiences
and higher levels of categorization in the brain, proficient teachers have developed an
intuitive sense of being able to discern similarities between disparate situations of events
concerning holistic similarity recognition. It is this characteristic which enables the
proficient teachers to more reliably predict events due to their experience and background
knowledge that similarities exist within a variety of things.
Teachers at the expert level exhibit characteristics, such as having an intuitive
sense of a situation and the ability to choose responses in a nonanalytic and nondeliberate way. They also exhibit fluid performances because they are comfortable in
their settings and extensive knowledge in terms of how to be, where to be, and what to do
at the right time. In other words, they respond in effective ways by using methods that are
appropriate for specific situations. A summary of the skill acquisition model of Dreyfus
and Dreyfus (1986) can be viewed in Figure 4.
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Figure 4.

Summary of Dreyfus and Dreyfus’ model of skill acquisition

(1986, as cited in Eraut, 2000, p. 126).
This figure was developed by Eraut (2000) to display an overall summary of
Dreyfus and Dreyfus’ (1986) skill acquisition model. Within each level, there is a
specific set of skills. Teachers learn these new skills through a specific time frame of
experience. Due to the variation of individual learning, the time frame in which teachers
reach the specific levels is different for each teacher. Berliner (1988) has even suggested
that some teachers may never reach the highest level, that is, the expert. He argued that
expertise usually does not transfer smoothly from one situation to another. For example,
teachers in one stage may also exhibit some characteristics of teachers in another stage of
development.
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Berliner (2001) described various characteristics of expert teachers. Some of these
include:


better use of knowledge



extensive pedagogical content knowledge, including deep representations
of subject matter knowledge



better problem solving strategies



better adaptation and modification of goals for diverse learners



better skills for improvisation



better decision making



more challenging objectives



better classroom climate



better perception of classroom events



better ability to read the cues from students



greater sensitivity to context



better monitoring of learning and providing feedback to students



greater respect for students



display of more passion for teaching (p. 469-470)

These characteristics clearly show that expert teachers are different from any
other group when compared to the previously mentioned skill acquisition model.
Conclusion of Chapter II
Stress of the teaching profession has generated much attention due to the high
rates of attrition. Teacher attrition has been addressed by researchers for over 40 years
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and a consistent finding within the literature suggests that teacher attrition is linked to
stress. In other words, stress is a reason why teachers leave the profession early. It has
been argued that teachers’ usage of specific coping strategies determine the duration of
the stress response (Chan & Hui, 1995). For example, teachers who use inappropriate
coping strategies may frequently encounter stressful situations. Overexposure to stressful
situations may lead to burnout and an early exit of the profession.
The population that is less frequently studied in connection with teacher stress and
coping are expert teachers. Since we know that one’s coping strategies are linked to
teacher burnout and teachers who burn out usually leave within the first five years, we
can focus on the group of teachers who have remained in the profession longer than five
years. Focus on teachers who are viewed as experts in their field and how these experts
have remained in the profession longer than five years concerning their sources of stress,
coping strategies used, and where they learned their coping strategies. Also focusing on
expert teachers at the elementary level can be helpful, as Borman and Dowling (2008)
have suggested. Teacher turnover is high at this level. Understanding how expert
elementary teachers cope with various sources of stress in the work environment can be
used as a guide to help other teachers, especially novices.
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METHODOLOGY

In this chapter, the design and methods are presented. This section presents a
description of the data collection, analysis, issues related to validity and reliability, and
delimitations of the study. The chapter is organized as follows: research questions,
qualitative methods, participants (participant criteria, recruiting the participants, and
expert teacher participants), data collection (interviews, observations, and documents),
data analysis, validity and reliability, and delimitations.
Research Questions
This research study investigated the sources of stress and effective coping
techniques of expert elementary teachers using McLeroy et al.’s (1988) Social Ecological
Model as a guide for each level. There were three questions that guided this study. These
questions were investigated qualitatively using case study methodology
1. What are the sources of stress of the expert elementary teachers at each
level of the Social Ecological Model?
2. How do the expert elementary teachers cope with stress at each level of
the Social Ecological Model?
3. Where do the expert elementary teachers learn their coping strategies?
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Qualitative Methods
The use of qualitative methods allows one to explore people’s knowledge in an
in-depth, individualized or personal way. A detailed definition of qualitative research can
be viewed from the perspective of Patton (2002, as cited in Merriam, 2009). He explained
that qualitative research,
...is an effort to understand situations in their uniqueness as part of a particular
context and the interactions there. This understanding is an end in itself, so that it
is not attempting to predict what may happen in the future necessarily, but to
understand the nature of that setting- what it means for participants to be in that
setting, what their lives are like, what’s going on for them, what their meanings
are, what the world looks like in that particular setting- and in the analysis to be
able to communicate that faithfully to others who are interested in that setting....
The analysis strives for depth of understanding (p. 14).
This study aimed to achieve a depth of understanding of the teacher stress and
coping in elementary schools in the rural south. It also gave voice to the participants in
terms of understanding their story of what it means to be a teacher, what stress looked
like in their work setting, and what coping strategies they used to reduce stress. The study
was performed in one public school system in north Mississippi during the spring of 2014
and included interviews, documents, and observations. The design of this study consisted
of a single case study of expert elementary teachers at three different elementary schools
in one school district. Cresswell (2007) defined case study research as,
A qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a bounded system (a
case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in-depth
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data collection involving multiple sources of information (e.g., observations,
interviews, documents, audiovisual material, and documents and reports), and
reports a case description and case-based themes. (p. 73)
The goal of case studies as suggested by Gall, Borg, and Gall (1996) “is to
develop an understanding of a complex phenomenon as experienced by its participants.
In other words, the researcher must figure out how to view the phenomenon as the
participants view it” (p. 549). The goal of the current case study was to develop a deeper
understanding of teacher stress and coping among expert elementary teachers. Qualitative
methods are used in case studies to provide opportunities for participants to give voice to
their personal experiences and to present their background knowledge (Cresswell, 2003).
In the current study, the teachers shared their knowledge on the stress of teaching at the
elementary level, methods for coping with that stress, and where they learned their
coping strategies.
Participants
Participant Criteria
Based on Billingsley’s (1993) model from the teacher attrition literature, this
study focused on the stayers’ group, which included those teachers who chose to stay in
the field of teaching for more than five years. These teachers were identified as expert
teachers.
Each expert teacher was selected based on three criteria: (a) they had more than
five years of teaching experience in PreK-fifth grade, (b) they received recognition or
awards for excellence in their field, and (c) they had been nominated by elementary
school administrators. The criterion for selecting participants was based on literature
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about teacher expertise. The first criterion was selected based on literature suggesting that
teachers were less likely to leave the profession after their fifth year of teaching
(Ingersoll, 2001) and that expertise generally develops around the fifth year (Berliner,
1988). The participants in this study consisted of teachers who chose to stay in the field
of teaching beyond the fifth year mark.
The second and third criterions were developed for selecting participants for this
study based on the research of expert teachers. Some of these characteristics include: (a)
they received special awards in their field, (b) they were nominated by peers,
administrators, and former students, (c) they were cooperating or mentor teachers who
trained novices, (d) they were National Board certified, (e) they had high student
achievement scores (students scored in the upper percentile on the state and national
assessments), and (f) they were a member of a professional or social group (Berliner,
2001; Haberman, 1995; Morrow et al., 1999; Palmer et al., 2005; Ruddell, 1997; Xu et
al., 2012). Expert teachers in this study were selected based on awards and nomination by
administrators (Xu et al., 2012).
Seven expert teachers participated in this study. This sample size was consistent
with the sample size of qualitative studies that used expert teachers as their participants
(e.g., Collinson, Killeavy, & Stephenson, 1998; Morrow et al., 1999; Xu et al., 2012) in
which there were eight or fewer participants. The sample size depended on the location of
the school district concerning the size and the number of teachers who met the criteria for
the study. Another belief that affected sample size was time management concerning
whether the teachers who met the criteria had time to participate. In this case, I decided
on seven teachers based on these criteria.
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Recruiting the Participants
There were four steps that had to be accomplished before collecting data. The first
step consisted of receiving permission from various individuals: the University’s
Institutional Review Board (IRB), superintendent of the school system, and principals of
the elementary schools. I obtained IRB permission (see Appendix D) to conduct the study
and then met with the superintendent. I asked the superintendent to help me make contact
with expert teachers.
The second step consisted of identifying the teacher participants. This was
accomplished by meeting with the various elementary principals face-to-face and asking
them if they had any teachers who fit the criteria for my study. The third step included
notifying the teacher participants by email. I sent two documents to their work email:
recruitment letter (Appendix A) and consent form (Appendix C).
The fourth step consisted of the introduction meeting in which the participants
were informed of the procedures to protect confidentiality and encouraged to ask
questions about the study. They also signed the consent form and were informed of the
incentives that would be given to them after all three data sources were collected. The
incentives consisted of a gift basket containing items related to stress reduction.
Expert Teacher Participants
Seven expert teachers volunteered to participate in this study. All of the teachers
were white. Pseudonyms are used for all participants. A table describing the participants
is below and a description of each participant is included.
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Table 6
Expert Teacher Participants
Teacher

Years of
Experience

Race

Area

Grade
Level

Subject

Married

Children

Stress
Level

Nancy
Miller

22

White

Regular
Education

4th

All

Yes

Yes

High

Karen
Beville

9

White

Regular
Education

5th

Math

No

No

High

Jean
Price

31

White

Gifted
Education

4th

All

No

Yes

High

Maria
Rouse

23

White

Gifted
Education

3rd & 4th All

Yes

Yes

Low

Shelley
Collins

21

White

Gifted
Education

2nd

All

Yes

Yes

Low

Jane
Herrin

7

White

Special
Education

3rd

All

Yes

Yes

Low

Susan
Roberts

22

White

Special
Education

PreK

All

Yes

Yes

Low

Regular education teachers. Mrs. Nancy Miller had earned two degrees in
Mississippi: Bachelor’s and Master’s in education. Her accomplishment was becoming
National Board Certified. She served on numerous professional committees. One of her
main interests was volunteering her time to help other teachers by serving as a mentor for
both the National Boards and her school. She had been teaching regular education at the
elementary level for 22 years. She had taught in two states: Florida and Mississippi. She
noted that the differences between the two states were the culture and testing in regards to
particular sources of stress. She was married with one child and was currently teaching
fourth grade regular education. She also noted that she was highly stressed.
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Ms. Karen Beville had earned two degrees in Mississippi: Bachelor’s and
Master’s in education. Her accomplishments included becoming National Board Certified
and gifted certified. She was not married and had no children. She had been teaching
regular education at the elementary level for nine years and was currently teaching fifth
grade Mathematics in regular education. She also noted that she was highly stressed.
Gifted education teachers. Mrs. Jean Price had earned two degrees: Bachelor’s
in elementary education (in Alabama) and Master’s in English (in Mississippi). Her
accomplishments included becoming National Board Certified and gifted certified. She
had 31 years of teaching experience at the elementary, secondary, and higher education
levels in both public and private schools in Mississippi. She had taught both regular and
gifted education. She was not married and had children. She currently had two teaching
jobs, which included teaching fourth grade gifted during the day and teaching college
English at night. She also noted that she was highly stressed.
Mrs. Maria Rouse had earned two degrees: Bachelor’s in education and Master’s
in special education. Her accomplishments included becoming National Board Certified
and gifted certified. She had 23 years of teaching experience at both the elementary and
secondary levels in various states: West Virginia, Virginia, Maryland, Tennessee, and
Mississippi. She had experience in three areas: special education, regular education, and
gifted education. She was married with two children and was currently teaching third and
fourth grade gifted education. She also noted that she had low stress.
Dr. Shelley Collins had earned two degrees in Mississippi: Bachelor’s in
education and PhD in Curriculum and Instruction in secondary education. Her
accomplishments included becoming National Board Certified and gifted certified. She
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had 21 years of teaching experience at three levels: elementary, secondary, and higher
education. She had taught both regular and gifted education. She was married with two
children and was currently teaching second grade gifted education. She also noted that
she had low stress.
Special education teachers. Mrs. Jane Herrin had earned two degrees in
Mississippi: Bachelor’s in special education and Master’s in dyslexia therapy. Her
accomplishment was becoming National Board Certified. She had seven years of
teaching experience at the elementary level in special education. She was married with
one child and currently taught third grade special education. She also noted that she had
low stress.
Mrs. Susan Roberts had earned a Bachelor’s in education (in Mississippi). Her
accomplishment was becoming National Board Certified. She had 22 years of teaching
experience at both the elementary and secondary levels. She had taught both regular and
special education. She was married with children and currently taught PreK special
education. She also noted that she had low stress.
Data Collection
The methods used to collect data for this study consisted of interviews,
observations, and documents. The three data sources were collected with an aim of
answering all three research questions. Three sources were used for the purpose of
triangulating the data.
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Interviews
The participants were asked to engage in two semi-structured interviews. Berg
(2009) stated that “the flexibility of the semi-structured interview allowed the interviewer
to ask a series of regularly structured questions, permitting comparisons across
interviews, and to pursue areas spontaneously initiated by the interviewee” (p. 109).
Patton (2002) argued that “We interview people to find out from them those things we
cannot directly observe…. The purpose of interviewing is to allow us to enter into the
other person’s perspective ” (p. 340-341).
The participants in this study were formally interviewed on two separate
occasions for 30-55 minutes in their own classroom. The second interview was used as a
follow-up guide to clarify any responses that were not understood during the first
interview. Both interviews were recorded using a digital recorder and notes were also
taken. According to Rubin and Rubin (2005), an advantage of recording the interviews
was to help the interviewer “better concentrate on listening to the interviewees and plan
[for the] follow-up questions” (p. 111). These interviews were concerned with the
stressors the participants face as professional educators and ways they cope with these
stressors. The topics identified causes of stress at work and ways of coping.
As suggested by Rubin and Rubin (2005), the interviews were transcribed
immediately after recording them in order to find areas that needed follow-ups in regard
to clarification of the data. Each participant’s interview session was held on different
days to reduce the odds of mixing up the data with other participants. The transcriptions
were compared with the interview recordings to make sure the data was accurate. The
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participants were also allowed to look over the transcriptions to make sure the data was
accurate for validity purposes.
Observations
The participants were observed one to two times for about 30-60 minutes in order
to view both a stressful and non-stressful situation. In some instances, I was able to
observe both a stressful and non-stressful situation in one visit. The teachers noted
specific days and times that were stressful and not stressful during the introduction
meeting. Observations were conducted shortly after the interviews in order to create more
linkages between the interview responses and actions in the classroom. In the
observations, I identified some sources of stress and coping strategies of the teachers.
Documents
Merriam (2009) defined documents as “the umbrella term to refer to a wide range
of written, visual, digital, and physical material relevant to the study at hand” (p. 139). In
the current study, the participants were asked to provide documents of sources of stress or
time management issues. Examples of such documents included: professional work
schedule concerning mandatory teacher meetings, professional development, dates of
mandatory state testing, mandatory duties required of the teacher before and after school
and personal work schedule relating to extracurricular activities, home and family life.
These schedules showed the various demands required of the teachers in both work and
home environments.
The data collected were specifically aligned with the three research questions.
Additional information regarding the research questions as they relate to the different
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data sources (interviews, observations, and documents) is provided in the research matrix
table in Appendix B. In this next section, I will describe each of the data sources that
were used to answer each research question. A description of the research matrix is
below.
Research Question 1: Sources of Stress
Interview topics. The interview topics for each level of the Social Ecological
Model (intrapersonal, interpersonal, institutional, community, and public policy) are as
follows. The first level (intrapersonal) was an identification of the teacher’s knowledge
and perception about stress in terms of the definition, symptoms, stages, and sources. The
second level (interpersonal) was an identification of the social networks and support
systems of the teachers in terms of the administration, colleagues, students, family, and
friends. This level also focused on the interactions among various individuals in the
school and identified the climate of the school and treatment of teachers concerning
support. The third level (institutional) focused on the level of stress and sources of stress
in the work environment concerning paperwork, schedules (time issues), resources, etc.
Two example questions included: “What did you find difficult or challenging on this
job?” and “What were some particular stressful situations at your school?” The fourth
level (community) focused on the availability of resources inside and outside of the
school environment, such as parental involvement and professional development. The
fifth level (public policy) included changes in teaching standards, curriculum, and testing
by policies concerning the Mississippi Curriculum Test and Common Core Standards.
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Observation topics. The classroom observation topics for the first level
(intrapersonal) included observing the body language and tone of voice of the teacher to
identify the stage of stress, symptoms and sources of stress during both stressful and nonstressful periods as indicated by the teacher during the interview. The second level
(interpersonal) included observing the climate of the teacher’s classroom and the school
as a whole regarding the sights, sounds, smells, and feelings. For example: What did it
look like? Sound like? Smell like? How did the school climate make me feel? This was
accomplished by observing the behaviors of the teachers, administrators, students, and
staff through their body language, tone of voice, attitude as well as the arrangement of the
furniture, lighting, sounds, scents, and temperature of the various rooms in the school.
The third level (institutional) included observing the teacher’s work schedule and how
she responded to changes in her schedule concerning disruptions from external sources.
The fourth level (community) included observing the behaviors of the parents who were
active in their child’s classroom. The fifth level (public policy) was not observed.
Documents. I collected the following documents from two levels: institutional
and public policy. No documents were collected from the intrapersonal, interpersonal and
community levels. The institutional level focused on the collection of three documents: a
list of the number of students in the class, the academic school calendar, and the teacher’s
work schedule. The academic school calendar highlighted the times of faculty meetings,
dates of mandatory assessments, due dates of paperwork, and beginning/ending of
semesters. The teacher’s work schedule highlighted the subjects taught and required
faculty and parent meetings. The public policy level focused on the collecting the
schedule of the standardized testing.
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Research Question 2: Coping Strategies
Interview topics. The interview topics for the different levels included teachers’
knowledge about coping as they related to diet, exercise, and sleep (intrapersonal),
teachers’ coping strategies used to deal with negative behaviors from individuals like the
administration, colleagues, and students (interpersonal), teachers’ coping strategies to
deal with changes in the schedule and required paperwork (institutional), teachers’ coping
strategies in regard to accessing resources from the local community, grants, and
professional development (community); and teachers’ coping strategies to changes in
teaching standards, curriculum, and testing by policies concerning the Mississippi
Curriculum Test and Common Core Standards (public policy).
Observation topics. The classroom observation topics for the first three levels
(intrapersonal, interpersonal, and institutional) included observing the teacher’s
behavioral coping strategies (positive and negative behaviors) during both stressful and
non-stressful periods as indicated in the interview. Four observation topics included how
the teacher responded to disruptions, such as from negative student behaviors, whether
the teacher used music in the classroom, whether the teacher used deep breathing
techniques, and whether the teacher used food and drinks as a coping strategy. The fourth
(community) and fifth levels (public policy) were not observed because they are not
observable within the individual classroom.
Documents. Documents that were collected related to the first (intrapersonal),
second (institutional) and third (community) levels. This means that I collected the
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schedule of the teacher’s responsibilities both at home and in the work environment in
order to provide data about teachers’ coping strategies.
Research Question 3: Where Teachers Learned Coping Strategies
Interview topics. The interview topics for research question three included the
teachers’ knowledge about where they learned their coping strategies or where they
crafted their knowledge related to coping. Interviews included topics about specific
programs, people, and/or personal experiences.
Cockburn (1996) and Howard and Johnson (2004) found that teachers learned
their coping strategies from two sources: personal experiences and people. Because of
this, I anticipated teachers would specify personal experiences and people where they had
learned their coping strategies. I anticipated that people would include colleagues in their
teaching placements, administrators, family, and friends. I also wondered if stress and
coping were taught explicitly before or during teaching so I asked about programs.
Programs could include professional development and teacher education program at the
University or College where they received their teaching degree.
Observation topics and documents. Documents and classroom observations did
not provide data to answer the third research question. The third research question,
focusing on where teachers learned the coping strategies they learned, is more historical
in nature in that teachers’ learning would have to have occurred prior to the start of data
collection. I did triangulate interview responses about sources of learning to provide
support for teachers’ claims about this topic.
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Data Analysis
Data analysis occurred simultaneously with data collection. Early data analysis is
an important component of qualitative research. Merriam (2009) defined data analysis as
“the process of making sense out of the data” (p. 175). This process involves an ongoing
analysis of the data. Merriam (2009) believed that “without ongoing analysis, the data
can be unfocused, repetitious, and overwhelming in the sheer volume of material that
needs to be processed. Data that have been analyzed while being collected are both
parsimonious and illuminating” (p. 171). Bogdan and Biklen (2003, as cited in Merriam,
2009) offered numerous suggestions for analyzing the data as they are being collected.
Three of these are to “write memos to yourself about what you are learning, try out ideas
and themes on participants, and explore the literature while you are in the field” (p. 172).
I analyzed the interviews, observations and documents for all three research
questions by going back to the literature review. Research question one focused on the
sources of stress among the expert teachers. Previous research (Chen & Miller, 1997;
Cunningham, 1983; Kokkinos, 2007; Kyriacou, 2001; Miller et al., 1999) highlighted
various sources of stress for teachers concerning time constraints, workload, role conflict
and ambiguity, income, resources, class size, lack of support, lack of knowledge, working
conditions, and coping with change. I analyzed the data for question one by looking for
teachers talking about the previous sources of stress and looked for additional sources
along the various levels of the Social Ecological Model (intrapersonal, interpersonal,
institutional, community and public policy). For example, when I examined the public
policy level, I looked for evidence (from the coping with change source of stress) of
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changes in the curriculum, such as from the Common Core standards that have caused a
possible increase in the teachers’ stress level.
Research question two focused on what kind of coping strategies the expert
teachers used. Previous research suggested that teachers use three types of coping
strategies: problem-focused, emotion-focused, and avoidance. There were both negative
and positive strategies among the three types. Negative strategies included avoiding or
escaping the source of stress through the use of procrastination and using food, alcohol,
nicotine and/or medication as a substitute for dealing with the stress (Gugliemi & Tatrow,
1998; Parker & Endler, 1992). Various positive strategies included seeking a social
support network from family, friends and colleagues for both academic and emotional
problems, developing a plan of action in regard to reflecting on what lessons worked and
did not work, recognizing one’s own limitations, relaxing after work, using humor, and
having a positive attitude (Kyriacou, 2001; Lewis, 1999). I observed the teachers’
behaviors (during the observations) and how they talked and developed written
documents about the previously stated negative and positive strategies during the
interviews and collection of the documents.
Research question three focused on where the teachers learned their coping
strategies. Cockburn (1996) found that most teachers acquired their coping strategies
through personal experiences; whereas Howard and Johnson (2004) found that teachers
learned their coping strategies through personal experiences and people. I looked for
evidence of this as well as new evidence that suggested they learned their strategies from
an additional component, such as through various programs (professional development,
and teacher education programs).
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The data were analyzed using the constant comparative method. This method, as
suggested by Strauss and Corbin (1990), incorporates two analytic procedures: making
comparisons and asking questions. These two procedures are basic to the coding process,
which Merriam (2009) identified as a way “to compare one unit of information with the
next in looking for recurring regularities of data” (p. 177). Miles and Huberman (1994)
defined codes as “tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to the descriptive or
inferential information complied during the study” (p. 56). Strauss and Corbin (1990)
identified two types of coding: open and axial. Open coding refers to identifying words or
phrases in the transcript or text that describe the specific code or label. Axial coding
refers to creating themes or categories from grouping the various codes or labels. Using
Patton’s (2002) ideas concerning case studies and the current study’s conceptual
framework, an analysis of the data was completed in three phases. This analysis is
presented in Figure 5.
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Figure 5.

Data analysis for dissertation study.

Phase one consisted of two parts: within-case analysis and open coding. The
within-case analysis focused on each case and was analyzed individually for a total of
seven case reports. Initial codes were created using the Social Ecological Model and
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research questions as a guide in regard to identifying the sources of stress (research
question 1) and coping strategies (research question 2) from five different levels:
intrapersonal, interpersonal, institutional, community, and public policy. The Social
Ecological model was not used for the third research question, which pertained to where
the expert elementary teachers learned their coping strategies. The labels and codes
included: sources of stress (sos), coping strategies (cs), learned coping strategies (lcs),
intrapersonal (intra), interpersonal (inter), institutional (inst), community (com), and
public policy (pub). The open coding included searching through the three data sources
(interview transcripts, observation notes, and documents) to identify words or phrases
that described the various labels and coded them accordingly. For example, when I found
a word in the transcript that described sources of stress at the institutional and public
policy levels, I coded it as sos@inst or sos@pub. When I found a word or phrase that
described a coping strategy at the interpersonal and community levels, I coded it as
cs@inter or cs@com.
Three different categories emerged from the data relating to specific types of
teachers: regular education, gifted education, and special education. This led me to create
three teacher groups to further analyze. These three teacher categories are subgroups to
the larger group of expert elementary teachers.
Phase two consisted of a cross case analysis of each group of teachers: regular
education, gifted education, and special education. This means that the data from one
individual report was compared to other individual reports of the same group to form a
larger report or a conclusion report of each of the three groups. For organizational
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purposes, these three conclusion reports were titled: Data Analysis for Regular
Education, Data Analysis for Gifted Education, and Data Analysis for Special Education.
Initial codes were reduced and linked to categories as suggested by Merriam
(2009) who noted that “the fewer the categories, the greater the level of abstraction, and
the greater ease with which you can communicate your findings to others” (p. 187).
Therefore, phase three consisted of comparing all three groups of teachers using all three
conclusion reports from phase two.
The findings that emerged were quite fascinating. These will be shared in the next
chapter.
Reliability and Validity
To ensure reliability and validity, three strategies were used. The first strategy
consisted of an audit trail, which Merriam (2009) described as “a log as in what a ship
might keep in detailing its journey” (p. 223). In other words, I described how data was
collected and how various categories and themes were formed, such as the three teacher
groups. The second strategy consisted of triangulation in terms of using different data
sources (interviews, observations, and documents) to enhance credibility and safeguard
against any biases. The third strategy consisted of member checking, which Merriam
(2009) referred to as allowing the participants to look over the original analysis to make
sure the researcher’s interpretations were accurate.
Delimitations
In this section, three items will be discussed: variables omitted from the selection
criteria when using the term expert to describe the teachers, years of teaching experience,
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and usage of the term expert. In reference to the selection criteria, the current study did
not use the student achievement variable in terms of labeling teachers as expert based on
how high their students have scored on national and state achievement tests. Berliner
(2001) noted that achievement should not be a factor in identifying whether a teacher is
considered an expert. He argued,
Student achievement on standardized tests, and scores on virtually all other
outcomes of education, are inherently intertwined with student social class, community
social capital, peer effects, and other related factors. Thus the scores that students receive
on most measures of educational outcomes are very imperfect indicators of a teachers’
expertise. (pp. 467-468)
The second item was years of experience. This was referred to expert teachers as
having more than five years of experience. This item was taken from Gladwell’s (2008)
notion that in order to become an expert in a field, one must acquire ten thousand hours
of practice, which is the equivalent of 5 years of experience. Berliner (2001) also noted
that the “time for development of expertise differs in every field, but a reasonable
estimate for expertise to develop in teaching, if it ever does, appears to be 5 or more
years” (p. 479).
The third variable focused on the usage of the term expert. In the literature on
expertise, previous researchers have used numerous terms to describe these specific
individuals, such as: veteran (Day & Gu, 2009), expert (Berliner, 2001), exemplary
(Ableser, 2012; Collinson, 1996; Xu et al., 2012), successful (Eilam, 2009), and effective
(Fitzgerald, Dawson, & Hackling, 2013; McKinney, Berry, Dickerson, & CampbellWhatley, 2007; Stronge & Hindman, 2003). The term exemplary is often rooted in the
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literature as being linked to student achievement. Although Berliner (2001) noted that
student achievement is not a good indicator of a teacher’s expertise, the majority of the
studies have used this term to describe the teacher population when examining student
achievement of some sort. I decided not to use the term exemplary because it might
confuse readers who are familiar with the literature on exemplary individuals. The term
experienced was not used because of Berliner’s (2001) argument that “the acquisition of
experience does not automatically denote expertise” (p. 466). Therefore, for the purpose
of this study, the term “expert” was used to describe the participants.
Conclusion of Chapter III
Seven expert elementary teachers participated in this study for the purpose of
identifying their sources of stress, coping strategies, and learned coping strategies.
Teachers were selected based on three criteria: (a) they had more than five years of
teaching experience in PreK-fifth grade, (b) they received recognition or awards for
excellence in their field, and (c) they had been nominated by elementary school
administrators. Data were collected through the use of interviews, observations, and
documents. The data were analyzed using the constant comparative method and was
completed in three phases. Reliability and validity were ensured through the use of three
strategies: audit trail, triangulation, and member checking.
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FINDINGS

This chapter will present the findings of the study in terms of each of the research
questions, which focused on the sources of stress of the expert elementary teachers, the
ways teachers coped with stress, and the sources of learning the coping strategies. The
theoretical framework was used for research questions one and two, which identified the
sources of stress and coping strategies among each level of McLeroy et al.’s (1988)
Social Ecological Model: intrapersonal, interpersonal, institutional, community, and
public policy. An overview of the findings can be found in Table 7.
Table 7
Findings of Research Questions 1, 2, and 3
Levels

Sources of Stress
(RQ 1)

Coping Strategies
(RQ 2)

Learned Coping
Strategies (RQ 3)

Intrapersonal

Lack of
knowledge and
training

3 strategies:
(a) Seek additional
knowledge

Sources:
(a) Assigned mentor
teachers & Learning
from experience
(b) Veteran teachers

(b) Create a support
network
(c) Self-reflection
Self-concept

No coping strategy was
mentioned
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(c) Professional
development
No source was
mentioned

Table 7 (Continued)
Levels

Sources of Stress
(RQ 1)

Interpersonal Negative student
behaviors and medical
condition

Coping Strategies
(RQ 2)

Learned Coping Strategies
(RQ 3)

10 strategies:
(a) Use soft tone of
voice
(b) Isolate the student
from the classroom
(c) Isolate the teacher
from the classroom
(d) Deep breathing

Sources:
(a) Professional development

(e) Dim the lights
(f) Listen to music
(g) Use the blurt chart
(h) Use medication for
emotional health
(i) Pray
(j) Have comfort food

Negative school climate

9 strategies:
(a) Stay away from
negative people
(b) Have a sense of
humor
(c) Create a support
network
(d) Have comfort food
(e) Listen to music
(f) Dim the lights
(g) Use a scent diffuser

(b) Professional development
(c) Learning from experience
(d) Professional development
& School counselors
(e) Learning from experience
(f) Learning from experience
(g) Professional development
(h) No source was mentioned
(i) No source was mentioned
(j) Learning from experience

Sources:
(a) Learning from experience
(b) Parents
(c) Veteran teachers

(d) Colleagues
(e) Learning from experience
(f) Learning from experience
(g) Colleagues & Learning
from experience
(h) Have a positive
(h) Veteran teachers and
attitude
Parents
(i) Create a balance
(i) Assigned mentor teachers
between work and home & Learning from experience
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Table 7 (Continued)
Levels

Sources of Stress Coping Strategies
(RQ 1)
(RQ 2)

Learned Coping
Strategies (RQ 3)

Administration not 2 strategies:
treating teachers
(a) Change the situation if not satisfied
like professionals (

Sources:
(a) Parents &
Learning from
experience
(b) No source was
mentioned

b) Use medication for emotional health
Institutional Lack of time

2 strategies:
(a) Prepare in advance for tasks

(b) Adapt to the situation

Paperwork

1 strategy:
(a) Create a support network

Lack of resources 2 strategies:
(a) technology
(a & b) Create a support network
(b) school budget
finances
(c) classroom size (c) Adapt to the situation (Ex: classroom
size)
Community Lack of family
involvement

2 strategies:
(a) Create a support network
(b) Be grateful for the parents who are
involved

Lack of
professional
development

2 strategies:
(a) Communicate with administrator
(b) Seek additional knowledge
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Sources:
(a) Learning from
experience, Regular
ed. teaching, &
Substitute teaching
(b) Learning from
experience &
Substitute teaching
Sources:
(a) No source was
mentioned
Sources:
(a & b) Veteran
teachers
(c) Learning from
experience
Sources:
(a) Veteran
teachers
(b) No source was
mentioned
Sources:
(a) No source was
mentioned
(b) Learning from
experience &
Substitute teaching

Table 7 (Continued)
Levels

Sources of Stress
(RQ 1)

Coping Strategies
(RQ 2)

Learned Coping
Strategies (RQ 3)

Public Policy

Conflicting goals

1 strategy:
(a) Create a support
network

Source:
(a) Learning from
experience

Changing
expectations/policies

3 strategies:
(a) Create a support
network
(b) Have a sense of humor
(c) Listen to music

Sources:
(a) Veteran teachers

1 strategy:
(a) Adapt to the situation

Source:
(a) Substitute teaching

Implementation of the 3 strategies:
Common Core
(a) Adapt to the situation
(b) Create a support
network
(c) Do not worry about
future things

Sources:
(a) Substitute teaching
(b) Veteran teachers

Testing

(b) Parents
(c) Learning from
experience

(c) No source was
mentioned

Research Question 1: What are the sources of stress of expert elementary teachers
at each level of the Social Ecological Model?
There were various sources that influenced the teacher’s reaction to stress. These
sources of stress were classified at five levels of the social ecological model:
intrapersonal, interpersonal, institutional, community, and public policy. A reiteration of
the definitions of each level is as follows. The intrapersonal level refers to factors in a
teacher’s biological and personal history, such as attitude, knowledge, training/skills, and
self-concept that influence his/her reaction to stress. The interpersonal level refers to the
beliefs and actions of the teacher’s social networks (administrators, co-workers and
students) and support systems (family and friends) that influence his/her reaction to
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stress. The institutional level refers to the organizational and management of the teacher’s
school in terms of schedules (time management), resources, and responsibilities
(paperwork) that influence the teacher’s reaction to stress. The community level refers to
relationships among organizations, institutions, and informal networks that influence the
teacher’s reaction to stress. Examples include: professional development opportunities,
support from local universities/colleges, businesses, and parents. The public policy level
refers to factors relating to the national, state, and local school district policies, such as
testing and the Common Core that influence the teacher’s reaction to stress.
As I analyzed the data for research question one, I found that some sources of
stress cut across the teachers’ various teaching position, that is, regular, special and gifted
education teachers all spoke about various sources of stress and/or individual teachers
experienced sources of stress that did not seem to be related to their teaching position.
However, some sources of stress seemed to be related to teachers’ roles, that is, to affect
teachers based on whether they taught a grade level, special education or gifted
classroom. When differences were based on teaching position, those are noted.
Intrapersonal
The intrapersonal level refers to factors in a teacher’s biological and personal
history, such as attitude, knowledge, training/skills, and self-concept that influence
his/her reaction to stress. Four teachers, Jean, Jane, Shelley, and Nancy, shared examples
which contributed to the identification of the two sources of stress among this level: lack
of knowledge and training and self-concept.
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Lack of knowledge and training. Three teachers shared examples of stress
related to a lack of knowledge and training. Jean identified the ability-grouped instruction
as an example that contributed to her stress. Some background information on the abilitygrouped instruction included the students taking an online assessment that intended to
measure a student’s current instructional level and document growth overtime. Students
with similar scores were grouped together and then various teachers in the school were
assigned one group of students to teach every morning for 30 minutes on a specific set of
skills in content areas, such as language arts and mathematics. Jean talked negatively
about the ability-grouped instruction because she was frustrated that she was being asked
to teach a part of the regular education curriculum, which she was not trained to do. She
said,
I had an attitude of thinking this is not legal for me to do this. This is just
professionally wrong and anybody in their right mind would not want a secondary
English teacher teaching an elementary Math class when I’m not taught and
trained to do that.
Jean had a negative attitude towards the ability-grouped instruction because she lacked
the knowledge and training in the content area that she was being required to teach.
Jane did not have the knowledge and training that she needed to manage student
behavior and therefore blamed her teacher education program for not offering a course on
behavior management. She said “my most stressful year ever was my fifth year and that
had a lot to do with never needing behavior management skills until I came to [this
school].” She mentioned how disrespectful the students behaved toward the authority and
“it floored me, I had no idea. I had never worked with any students like that.” She
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remarked that “since I’ve been [at this school], I’ve had to pick up a lot of behavior
management skills.” These comments suggest that Jane’s lack of knowledge and training
were a source of stress.
Shelley identified the administrative duties as another example that contributed to
her stress. She described how being in a leadership position had caused her tremendous
stress because of her lack of knowledge and training in administration. She mentioned
that the administrators in the superintendent’s office selected her to be the district contact
person for gifted education, which meant that she had to “facilitate meetings with other
gifted teachers in the district.” She stated “I am really not comfortable in that kind of a
leadership position. It is stressful to me since I’m not trained in that area.” Since she was
being asked by the upper administration to perform such duties, she felt uncomfortable
declining even though she lacked the knowledge and training. This caused her
tremendous stress because she felt pressured into doing something that she did not have
the knowledge and training to do.
Self-concept. Two teachers identified self-concept as a source of stress. McLeroy
et al. (1988) defines self-concept as an individual’s belief about himself/herself as it
relates to his/her performance. Jean and Nancy described themselves as overachievers
and said when they could not excel at something it caused them stress. For example, Jean
talked about the ability-group instruction as a cause for her stress because she was not
able to excel at it. She said “it’s my nature to be compliant and to not only meet
expectations but to excel at them.... And so, I think it was just the thought of not being
able to rock at it [ability-grouped instruction]. Jean puts pressure on herself to exceed
expectations. Her comment of “not being able to rock at it” concerning her performance
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was an indication of burnout. A consistent feeling of not being able to meet expectations
or experience a sense of accomplishment can lead to burnout (Maslach et al., 2001).
Nancy mentioned being an overachiever in her mentorship and other job duties
she felt responsible for whether it came from her principal or herself. She stated “I do
more than I’m supposed to.... I have a hard time saying no and I am an overachiever in
pretty much all areas related to my job.” She even reported that her principal was aware
of her “over the top” performance and will tell her “you are doing too much and you need
to stop doing so much.” Then she responded with “I can’t stop doing” with a loud voice
and hands moving to rearrange books on the table. Nancy found that her efforts to take on
multiple tasks and excel at them all gave her stress. Like Jean, Nancy’s self-concept led
to a feeling of not being able to meet expectations, an example of intrapersonal stress.
In conclusion, the teachers shared various examples which contributed to the
identification of the two sources of stress among the intrapersonal level. The first source
of stress, which was a lack of knowledge and training, was mentioned by Jean, Jane and
Shelley. The lack of knowledge and training for Jean was in the ability-grouped
instruction; whereas Jane’s lack of knowledge and training was in behavior management.
Shelley’s lack of knowledge and training was in carrying out administrative duties. The
second source of stress was mentioned by Jean and Nancy in regard to their self-concept
leading to a feeling of not being able to meet expectations.
Interpersonal
The interpersonal level refers to the beliefs and actions of the teacher’s social
networks (administrators, co-workers and students) and support systems (family and
friends) that influence his/her reaction to stress. Three sources of stress that were reported
78

by the teachers included negative student behaviors and medical condition, negative
school climate, and administration not treating teachers like professionals. These
interpersonal contexts contributed to teachers’ perceptions of stress.
Negative student behaviors and medical condition. All seven teachers
concluded that negative student behaviors were a source of stress, but the type of student
behaviors differed among the teaching positions. Therefore, the teachers are presented by
teaching positions (regular education, gifted education, and special education). Four
negative student behaviors that were identified by the regular education teachers, Karen
and Nancy, included volatile behavior, less respectful of others, less responsibility for
their own actions, and negative attitude. Nancy shared a description of situations
involving negative student behaviors. She said “I had a kid push me. Like physically push
me. I’ve had students push desks and chairs in frustration and scream out of anger.” As a
result, Nancy stated that “there is not a time that I’m not stressed at work.” When student
behavior becomes an issue, she tends to “start talking very fast or... gets kind of angry.”
These were some of the symptoms of stress that were listed in Table 4. It was Nancy’s
belief that the way she reacted emotionally to stress caused an increase in the students’
negative behaviors.
Two days out of the week that Nancy noted as very stressful in terms of negative
student behaviors were Thursday and Friday. She stated “on Thursday, their behavior is
not so great, just in general... [because] they are tired of school and tired of being in a
confined situation with work.” Another issue related to student behavior as a source of
stress involved “the dynamics within the class.” Nancy mentioned having a student who
was “very volatile and if he has a bad day then that could shoot us straight to the end
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because he is going to be recognized and you will deal with his issues. There is no
ignoring it.” Dealing with a student’s negative issues and trying to teach a lesson can be
difficult. She concluded with a brief overview regarding her 22 year career of teaching as
it related to negative student behaviors. She stated that the students’ behavior “has gotten
worse each year [mainly because they] are less respectful of authority... take less
responsibility for their own actions... and they tend to blame everybody and everything
else.” These comments suggested that negative student behaviors were a significant
source of stress among teachers.
Another teacher shared a description of what a stressful day to her was when
dealing with negative student behaviors. Karen said that “dealing with behavior is
probably my biggest source. I mean a stressful day to me is one... like I had to write
somebody up or there was a major behavior problem.” The majority of the students’
negative behavior consisted of displaying a negative attitude towards the teacher. She
stated, “Attitude, attitude, attitude! (She thumps her finger on the table each time she says
the word attitude). Constantly talking back... you can’t even get anything done because
they are trying to talk back.” According to Karen, negative student behaviors were a
source of stress mainly because they disrupted the teacher’s schedule. Having to
constantly deal with the students’ negative behaviors made Karen feel like she was
wasting valuable instructional time, which she found stressful.
The special education teachers, Susan and Jane, identified being unable to predict
a student’s medical condition as a source of stress. For example, Susan reported specific
days that were stressful as a result of a student’s medical condition. She said,
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Mondays and Thursdays are so stressful for me. One of mine that comes on [these
days] is in a wheel chair and she is real severe and has lots of medical issues
[concerning] seizures. We’ve already been to the hospital once. I’ve had to call
the ambulance and load her in. So (takes a deep breath) those days are really
stressful when she’s here... [mainly because] she is very unpredictable.
This quote was an indication that Susan’s stress was a result of not knowing when the
student may need medical attention. Susan’s example was selected not because the
student was choosing to behave negatively but because the teacher perceived the situation
as negative as a result of the student’s unpredictable behavior. Susan felt anxious when
this student came to school because she was unable to help the student without the
assistance of medical experts.
Like Susan, Jane was unable to predict behavior due to the student’s medical
condition. Jane stated that “most of my stress has come from not understanding how to
help behaviors. [For example,] I worked with a severe autistic student one year and I just
did not have the knowledge to understand why she reacted violently.” Jane’s example can
be viewed from two levels: intrapersonal and interpersonal. This could be seen as
intrapersonal because her lack of knowledge in behavior management caused her to
perceive the student’s medical condition as stressful. This could be seen as interpersonal
because the student’s unpredictable behavior due to his/her medical condition caused
Jane to perceive the situation as stressful.
The gifted teachers, Maria, Jean, and Shelley, identified negative student
behaviors as interrupting or blurting out answers without being called on, which are
relatively minor issues when compared to the regular and special education teachers’
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students’ behaviors. For example, Maria said that “a lot of our stress is driven by students
[in terms of] their behavior.” Shelley described “negative student behaviors [as]... the
kids interrupting me when I’m teaching... by constantly chatting with each other.” These
examples suggested that negative student behaviors were a source of stress for the gifted
teachers, but the type of student behaviors was minor when compared to the other
teachers.
Negative school climate. Another source of stress that can be classified at the
interpersonal level was a negative school climate. Six teachers reported some negativity
within the school climate in terms of expectations, support, and attitude stemming from
interactions with principals, directors, and teachers. To reiterate, school climate refers to
the way specific individuals (administrators, teachers, and/or students) interact within the
school.
Three teachers identified a negative school climate as a result of changes in
administration. Susan said “I think the biggest challenges for me throughout my career
have been the administration and [SPED] directors. She reflected that each time a change
occurred, she had to figure out the “new director or new principal’s expectations.” One
teacher, Shelley, remarked that a change in administration makes a difference in one’s
stress level. For example, she said “last year, I felt very oppressed that my opinion didn’t
matter [but this year with a new principal] I feel like my opinion matters more and [the]
climate has totally changed.” Susan and Shelley’s comments regarding a change in
administration suggested that the school’s climate can be impacted as well.
Jean believed the principal’s negative attitude and lack of support were two other
factors that contributed to a negative school climate. She stated that during their “faculty
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meetings, it’s very daunting to hear [your principal say] teachers you are not such and
such and I’m not taking the fall for you.” Jean’s comments about the principal’s negative
attitude and lack of support suggested that the teachers’ perception of a negative school
climate can be a source of stress.
Five teachers mentioned their colleagues when talking about a negative school
climate. Karen and Susan mentioned a similar situation in terms of how teachers at their
schools acted. Both teachers reported a lot of gossip and drama that occurred among their
colleagues. For example, Karen said “we just don’t have a very positive climate.... [The]
relationships among the teachers is a little stressful. There is just some messy, messy stuff
going on. They act like kids sometimes.” In terms of gossiping, she remarked that “you
can’t tell somebody something without everybody else knowing about it.” Because of the
weak relationships among the teachers, Karen stated,
I basically don’t associate with anybody else. And that is stressful in itself. Like I
don’t really hang out with any of these other teachers outside of school because I
just don’t want to get involved in any of that [gossip]. But that is stressful in itself
because you feel that you don’t have anybody at school that you can go to.
Karen felt a lack of collegiality at her school due to how teachers interact with each other
in regard to gossiping. This was stressful because she felt like an outcast in terms of not
having a supportive network of teachers.
Jane said “since I have to work with 16 different teachers, there is definitely some
stress that [is] involved... [because there are]16 different personalities and expectations of
what they think I should do or shouldn’t be doing.” Maria and Jean reported negativity
among the regular education teachers in their school. Jean said “there is a lot of strife
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among the classroom teachers” and Maria believed the strife was a result of having “so
many more teachers and personalities,” which was similar to Jane’s experience of
working with the 16 the regular education teachers. The five teachers’ comments
suggested that a significant source of stress was related to a negative school climate as a
result of a lack of support from administrators and colleagues.
Administration not treating teachers like professionals. The last source of
stress that can be classified at the interpersonal level was related to the administration not
treating teachers like professionals. Three teachers suggested the administration’s
behavior was intimidating because of actions that included observing the teachers in
faculty meetings and in their classrooms. For example, Jean said “they come into faculty
meetings... [and] they come into our classrooms to see if we’re doing the right thing....
They have even looked at our lesson plans to see if what’s in there is worthy as what it
should be.” Shelley mentioned “being observed by the administration... as stressful...
because you want them to see the right thing whatever that may be.” Susan said “the
biggest challenges for me throughout my career have been the administration and
directors... [and] what we have now is one who is looking for you to make a mistake.”
These comments suggest that teachers perceive the administration’s behavior as stressful,
especially when they do not know the administration’s reasoning for the observations.
Jean believed that “school has become like a business, and the mission of this
business is to produce a product called a child who can take a test well. And it’s not a lot
of delight in teaching.” The administration’s intimidating behavior in terms of not
treating the teachers like professionals had caused Jean to dislike teaching. She stated “I
thought I was just going to go into it (teaching in the public school system) for 40 years
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[but] the joy has gone out of it.” Jean mentioned that she had burned out of teaching in
the public school system and would be leaving at the end of the 2013-2014 school year to
teach in a private school. Her comments about the administration’s treatment of teachers
suggested that teachers’ perception of a lack of autonomy or policies that took away
teachers’ professional autonomy was a source of stress. Previous studies suggest that
constraints on autonomy leading to a perceived lack of control and a sense of
powerlessness can be linked to teacher stress (Perie, Baker, & Whitener, 1997; Pearson &
Moomaw, 2005).
In conclusion, the teachers mentioned three sources of stress that can be classified
at the interpersonal level, which included negative student behaviors and medical
condition, negative school climate, and the administration not treating teachers like
professionals. Negative student behaviors and medical condition included unpredictable
behavior, disrespectful, irresponsible, and negative attitude. Negative school climate
referred to various expectations, lack of support, and negative attitude from various
individuals including principals, directors, and teachers. The administration’s actions
were intimidating to teachers and included observing procedures of faculty meetings and
coming into teachers’ classrooms to make sure they were doing the right things. Teachers
perceived such behaviors as stressful.
Institutional
The institutional level refers to the organizational and management of the
teacher’s school in terms of schedules (time management), resources, and responsibilities
(paperwork) that influence the teacher’s reaction to stress. Three sources of stress
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reported by the teachers included lack of time, paperwork, and lack of resources. These
institutional contexts contributed to teachers’ perceptions of stress.
Lack of time. Six teachers reported a lack of time as the first source of stress that
can be classified at the institutional level. Three examples of time issues included
attending various meetings during and after school, constant demands, and testing
accommodations.
The first example of a time issue was mentioned by three teachers, Shelley,
Karen, and Nancy, concerning the attendance of various meetings during and after
school. For example, Shelley said “Tuesdays are very stressful because I have a meeting
in the morning during my planning time and usually two meetings afterschool. And I just
don’t have enough time to get prepared because I’m giving up my planning period and
time afterschool.” The meeting in the morning was geared toward a professional
development opportunity; whereas the two meetings in the afternoon included a faculty
meeting and gifted contact person district meeting. These meetings were also stressful
because they were held in two different locations: school (faculty meeting) and central
office (gifted contact person district meeting). Karen said “it’s stressful to have meetings
during instructional time... because I feel that I am wasting valuable time.” These
teachers suggested that the various meetings during and after school contributed to their
stress since their time to prepare was limited already.
The second example of a time issue was mentioned by three teachers, Jean, Maria,
and Nancy, in terms of having constant demands from others. These demands were
perceived by the teachers as time wasters because additional tasks were being added to
their overbooked schedule. The constant demands were related to paperwork concerning
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reports and documentation. For example, Jean and Maria both mentioned that “all the
paperwork from the [ability-grouped instruction] was a waste of time.” Nancy said “there
are lots of people who make demands on my time whether it’s at a national, city or school
level.” She also remarked that “I have to do all these reports and keep all this
documentation and I just don’t have time.” These comments suggest that teachers
perceived constant demands as a waste of time since they already had a limited amount of
time to perform such instructional duties.
The third example of a time issue was mentioned by a special education teacher,
Jane, concerning testing accommodations for all of her students. Jane mentioned a
specific day during the week as stressful. Friday was the only day the regular education
teachers gave tests; therefore, there was “a lot of pressure [on Friday]... to provide testing
accommodations” because she had only one hour “to get their whole test done. Jane was
given a short time frame to provide testing accommodations for each group of students
within the different third grade classes. In some classes, she was required to
accommodate up to five students at a time on multiple tests as assigned by their regular
education teacher in a one-hour time frame, which was stressful. All of these teachers
experienced a feeling of stress related to time stemming from institutional decisions about
how to arrange and enact the teachers’ day.
Paperwork. Five teachers identified paperwork as a second source of stress that
can be classified at the institutional level. Particular aspects of the teaching position
contributed to the teachers’ perception that paperwork was stressful; therefore the
teachers are presented by teaching position.
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The special education and regular education teachers both reported paperwork as
a source of stress resulting from the IEP’s (individualized education plans). For example,
the special education teachers noted that the paperwork was heavy only two months
during the year because that was when IEP’s were due. Jane identified March and April
as being the heaviest months for paperwork; whereas, Susan noted February and March.
Jane said “we have to write IEP’s for each student. You need a lot of data to back up
everything you say. It’s a time consuming process because you have to sort through
information and make goals for each student.” On a positive note, they concluded that
paperwork outside of these months was manageable.
The regular education teachers’ also mentioned paperwork concerning the IEP’s
as stressful. Nancy said that “dealing with an IEP and meeting the requirements
conjunction with everything else that I have to do. I see everybody at the same time [and]
I diagnose everybody at the same time. It can be stressful.” What was significant to
mention was that Maria (now a gifted teacher) shared similar experiences to Nancy and
Karen’s in terms of when she taught regular education several years ago. She remarked
that the “paperwork... was one of the most stressful things in the regular education
classroom” in regard to having to document everything that you did with the students.
Paperwork was time consuming due to the constant documentation and this was stressful
to the teachers.
Two of the gifted teachers, Jean and Maria, mentioned paperwork resulting from
two components: gifted program and ability-grouped instruction. The teachers completed
documents to identify which students qualified for the gifted program. They mentioned
being able to work together on this paperwork. Maria commented that “in the gifted
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program, we all share the paperwork... and our principal lets us cancel classes to work on
the paperwork together.” There was more teamwork among the gifted teachers because
the group was small and their schedules were more flexible.
The teachers also had to complete paperwork for the ability-grouped instruction
but worked alone to complete, which was time consuming. Jean said “I had to track all of
their (students) information and reflect on whether their scores increased each semester....
It took me hours to complete.” Jean’s comment suggests that the ability-grouped
instruction paperwork caused her stress because it was very time consuming and she was
not able to share the paperwork with other colleagues. The overall paperwork for the
gifted program was not nearly as stressful when compared to the special education and
regular education teachers because they were able to work together on most of their
paperwork; whereas the other groups of teachers did not have such opportunities.
Lack of resources. Four teachers reported a lack of resources concerning
technology, school budget finances, and the size of the classroom as the last source of
stress that can be classified at the institutional level. Particular aspects of the teaching
position contributed to the teachers’ perception that lack of resources was stressful;
therefore the teachers are presented by teaching position.
The lack of resources regarding technology was mentioned by all three gifted
teachers in terms of needing a smart board. It was kind of interesting that even though the
gifted teachers were teaching in two different schools and three different grade levels,
they all remarked that at one point during their career they had a smart board, but within
the last year had to move to a different classroom, which was not equipped with one.
They found this stressful because they had used their smart board for instruction in the
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past and therefore had to modify their lessons since they did not have access to one
anymore. Another lack of technology resource mentioned by two of the gifted teachers,
Jean and Maria, was a need for new student computers. Jean referred to her student
computers as “dinosaurs” because they were at least 10 years old. She described this as
stressful because they had numerous problems, such as “no internet access, broken mouse
and keyboards, and broken screen…like you can’t see the screen because it’s so dark.”
She also mentioned that multiple students had to share one computer since the majority of
her computers did not work properly. This was a source of stress because teachers had to
modify their lessons when they incorporated technology.
One of the regular education teachers, Nancy, reported finances as a source of
stress because of the limited funds available for instructional materials and the
management of school wide student discipline concerning creating an afterschool
detention program. Nancy declared that as a result the limited school funds, there were
only three things her administrators could do to students with negative behavior
problems: “they can call the parent, they can put them in ISS (in school suspension), or
they can suspend them.” These consequences were not considered negative for such
students whose family members were not even involved. Nancy asserted that the majority
of her families who were not involved were those with the high maintenance children or
negative student behaviors. Nancy believed that if the school had the funds for an
“afterschool detention program, there would be a reduction in student discipline problems
and the teachers’ stress levels.”
Nancy also stated that the fourth grade regular education teachers were “given
about $300 each year to spend” on items needed for instruction. Since about half of her
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parents did not provide materials for their own children, she had to use her instructional
money to purchase these items. She said “we get about $300. I can spend $300 in just
groceries for my family for a week. But that’s supposed to last me all year.” This was
stressful because she usually ran out of money and had to use her own personal funds on
items needed for instruction.
One of the gifted teachers, Shelley, reported that a lack of resources regarding the
size of the classroom was stressful. Classroom size had been noted in previous studies,
especially Chen & Miller (1997) as a source of stress among teachers. Shelley mentioned
that the recent change in classrooms had been a source of stress. Her classroom was
located on the bottom floor of the school in a room previously used for storage and about
the size of a 20 x 20 storage unit. Shelley remarked that it was stressful to teach in such a
small space because she “was not able to do as many hands-on lessons that [she] had
done in the past.” She even had to decline a grant that she was given last year because she
did not have enough space in her current classroom to do the activities that the grant
would have funded. She described this as stressful because she was “so excited about
being able to use the new materials.” She also mentioned that there had been a slight
increase in behavior problems due to the smaller space. She said “the students this year
are very talkative and interrupt a lot... and I think it’s because of the smaller space.” This
was stressful because she has had to modify her lessons dramatically due to the smaller
size of the classroom.
In conclusion, the teachers mentioned three sources of stress that can be classified
at the institutional level: lack of time, paperwork, and lack of resources. Lack of time
resulted from the following: attending various meetings during and after school, constant
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demands, and testing accommodations. Paperwork was a source of stress because it was
time consuming, especially dealing with the IEP’s and the ability-grouped instruction
work. Teachers cited feelings of stress related to resources including regretting the loss of
smart boards, struggling to teach in a small classroom space, and struggling with
behavior issues that might have been addressed with school resources and a detention
program.
Community
The community level refers to relationships among organizations, institutions, and
informal networks that influenced the teacher’s behavior. Examples include professional
development opportunities, and support from local universities/colleges, businesses, and
family. Findings from interviews suggested that there were two sources of stress that can
be classified at the community level. These two sources of stress that were reported by
five teachers included a lack of family involvement and professional development.
Lack of family involvement. Two teachers, Nancy and Jane, mentioned a lack of
family involvement as the first source of stress that can be classified at the community
level. This was stressful mainly because of the lack of communication between the
teacher and family. A lack of communication included family members not signing
homework, family members not showing up for meetings, and family members not
answering or returning phone calls. Nancy mentioned that the family members who were
not involved were usually those of the high maintenance children or the most disruptive
students. The teachers identified two reasons for this lack of family involvement. The
first reason indicated by Nancy was that there was “a general attitude towards teachers...
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[in] that teaching their children [was] my job and not their job. The second reason
indicated by Jane was due to “students not having both parents at home or their parents
[not working] around the home.” These comments suggest that a lack of family
involvement was stressful, especially when there was a lack of communication and
family members believed that educating their child was strictly the teacher’s job.
Lack of professional development. Four teachers reported a lack of professional
development as a second source of stress that can be classified at the community level.
Particular aspects of the teaching position contributed to the teachers’ perception that a
lack of professional development was stressful; therefore the teachers are presented by
teaching position. The gifted teachers, Shelley and Jean, mentioned that the majority of
the material taught in their professional development programs was knowledge that they
had already acquired from previous teaching experiences. Shelley stated that “most of the
professional development we get is stuff that I have done or stuff that I... taught when I
was an assistant professor.... And then they teach it to me. That is frustrating!” She also
noted another reason why the professional development is stressful by saying that “we...
sit in the same room and listen to the same stuff every year. We talk about classroom
management and teaching techniques. That is a waste of time for us. We already know
what works and what doesn’t work.” This comment suggests that the professional
development material is not current; therefore the teachers perceive these professional
development opportunities under a negative light in terms of wasting their time.
Three teachers, Nancy, Maria, and Karen, admitted that the majority of the
material taught in the professional development programs for regular education was not
effective. Nancy reported “I could probably learn just as much or more on my own.... The
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kind of training we get is how to implement programs. It’s not about how to be a better
teacher.” When Maria taught regular education several years ago, the focus of
professional development was also about how to implement programs. Karen said “it just
kind of feels like we’re there so that we can say we had an hour of professional
development.” These comments suggest that teachers perceive the professional
development as irrelevant because it is about programs instead of practice.
In conclusion, the teachers reported two sources of stress that can be classified at
the community level: a lack of family involvement and a lack of professional
development. Each source identified by the teachers was a lack of something that
negatively influenced their behavior. For example, the lack of family involvement was a
source of stress reported by only two of the seven teachers. The lack of professional
development was cited by more than half of the teachers as being stressful mainly
because it was not helpful. Various reasons for this included already having acquired the
knowledge from previous teaching experiences, the material not being current, and the
majority of the material focused on how to implement programs.
Public Policy
The public policy level refers to factors relating to national, state and local school
district policies that influence the teacher’s behavior concerning changes in the
curriculum and testing expectations. Four sources of stress were noted by the teachers:
conflicting goals, changing expectations/policies, testing, and implementation of the
Common Core.
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Conflicting goals. Conflicting state and local policies about standards to teach
were mentioned by all three gifted teachers. Shelley, Jean, and Maria reported that there
were conflicting goals for the gifted program as a result of the Common Core. Maria
reported being “stressed with the new things that [were] happening.” She stated that the
Mississippi Department of Education was “telling us it should not change how [we]
teach;” whereas “our local administration [was] saying to focus on the Common Core for
Reading, Math, Science, and Social Studies.” This was stressful to them because the
focus of the gifted program “should be on process skills [and] not the state’s regular
education objectives, benchmarks, and things.” These comments suggest that a
significant source of stress was related to conflicting policies between the state and local
policies in terms of the goals of instruction/standards to be taught. What was significant
here was not so much that either individual policy was a source of stress but that the
teachers could not find a way to meet both policies, which caused them stress.
Changing expectations/policies. Three teachers reported changing
expectations/policies as a second source of stress that can be classified at the public
policy level. Maria and Jean proclaimed that changes in expectations and policies were
due to the changes in superintendents, which was stressful. Maria declared that “with
each new superintendent, there is a different focus [and] a different platform that they are
coming from.” She also stated that the teachers would be “working on certain goals and
when a new superintendent comes, [we have to] throw those out [and work on] the new
goals. And that’s kind of stressful for a teacher to have to live up to someone’s
expectation.” Maria’s comments suggested that a change in leadership was stressful
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because the teachers had to adapt to the new expectations/policies of the different
superintendents.
Another teacher made comparisons throughout her 22 years of teaching in regard
to when her stress level started to rise as a result of the new expectations. Nancy said that
“it was probably year 15” when her stress level began to rise. Her reason for this was that
“they keep giving us more to do, but... the school year has not been extended [and] the
school day has not been extended, but my job requirements have been extended.” This
increase in demands or new expectations also related to a comment she made earlier in
the interview about a lack of time as a result of these demands, which caused her stress.
These were examples of public policy sources of stress because the various expectations
and demands of the local school district influenced the teachers to react negatively to the
changes.
Testing. A third source of stress that can be classified at the public policy level
also emerged from the data. Three teachers mentioned testing as stressful including both
state and district testing policies. Mandatory state testing in reading and mathematics
were part of the state’s accountability model, and the district administration and
personnel responded to the testing policy in a particular way by putting pressure on the
schools to succeed.
An example of the state and local testing policies was highlighted in Maria’s
response that there was “a lot of competition in the school system just to succeed... on the
test scores.” Two other teachers, Nancy and Karen, also highlighted that the stress
resulted from the state and local administration in terms of the need to succeed. Nancy
said “you’ve got to get through the curriculum because if they (the students) don’t do
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well on the test then that reflects badly upon you.” This comment suggests that Nancy
was worried about her students’ performance.
Karen mentioned that the testing pressure has “gotten worse” since she started
teaching. She stated that when the state moved to the Mississippi Curriculum Test,
second edition (MCT2) from the Mississippi Curriculum Test, first edition (MCT), her
stress started to increase, “but it was still nothing like it is now.” She remarked that she
was “highly stressed and on the verge of getting burned out” due to the testing pressure.
She even commented that she was certified to teach gifted education, and if a gifted
position became available next year, then she might consider taking it. The teachers
found testing to be a source of stress that can be classified at the public policy level.
Some of the teachers talked about the test in general as a state policy that impacted their
level of stress; whereas others commented about what could be considered the local
response to the testing mandate concerning there being a lot of competition in the school
system just to succeed.
Implementation of the Common Core. A fourth source of stress that can be
classified at the public policy level also emerged from the data. The teachers’ shared
similar perceptions regarding a lack of time as stressful and therefore are presented as a
whole group. Three teachers, Karen, Nancy and Maria, reported that the full
implementation of the Common Core next year was going to be stressful. In fact, they
asserted that the partial implementation of the Common Core this year was already
stressful. Karen and Nancy reported that teachers were being asked to teach the Common
Core standards but were still using the MCT2 instead of the Common Core test to assess
the students. Karen said “so it’s sort of been like we have been expected to do both... like
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the [Mississippi] frameworks and [the] Common Core... and that’s been hard.” Karen’s
comments indicated the pressure the regular education teachers felt as a result of the
move toward the Common Core. Nancy remarked “What’s the point of me teaching
Common Core if the quality of my teaching will be judged on the Mississippi curriculum
test [MCT2]?” It was stressful that they were required to modify their curriculum but not
their assessment tools.
Nancy believed that the full implementation of the Common Core was going to be
stressful. She indicated two reasons. The first reason was that her school lacked the
resources since the Common Core test was “supposed to be computerized and the kids
[could] have as much time as they [needed].” The second reason was that she would
have to learn a whole new curriculum in terms of “reinventing the wheel” for what
worked best for her students’ needs in order for them to be successful on the Common
Core test.
The full implementation of the Common Core next year would affect all of the
teacher groups in some way whether it being on the surface or on a deeper level in terms
of changing the way they teach. It appeared as though the regular education teachers
would feel the strongest impact of this change because they had to modify not only their
curriculum but the way they taught it. Change in itself was stressful.
Conclusion of Research Question 1
In conclusion, the teachers identified numerous sources of stress among each level
of the Social Ecological Model. Two sources of stress were identified for the
intrapersonal level: lack of knowledge and training and self-concept. Three sources of
stress were mentioned for the interpersonal level: negative student behaviors and medical
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condition, negative school climate, and administration not treating teachers like
professionals. Teachers identified three sources of stress among the institutional level:
lack of time, paperwork and lack of resources. Two sources of stress were identified for
the community level: lack of family involvement and lack of professional development.
Four sources of stress were identified for the public policy level: conflicting goals,
changing expectations/policies, testing, and implementation of the Common Core. The
next section will answer the second research question, which focused on the coping
strategies of the teachers.
Research Question 2: How did the expert elementary teachers cope with stress at
each level of the Social Ecological Model?
Teachers in the study were asked to describe the ways they coped with stress in
general and with various sources of stress. The teacher participants shared a variety of
strategies for coping with stressors that can be classified at the five levels of McLeroy’s
et al. (1988) Social Ecological model: intrapersonal, interpersonal, institutional,
community, and public policy. In interviews, teachers talked about a number of sources.
Teachers reported using some coping strategies to specifically address stressors at various
levels of the Social Ecological model. Coping strategies that relate to a specific source of
stress and ecological level are discussed in the next section. Three types of coping
(problem-focused, emotion-focused, and avoidance) will also be addressed in this section
as they relate to the specific coping strategies mentioned by the teachers.
Intrapersonal
The teachers mentioned three strategies for coping with one source of stress that
can be classified at the intrapersonal level, which was a lack of training and skills.
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However, they did not mention a coping strategy for the second source of stress on the
intrapersonal level, which was self-concept.
Coping with a lack of knowledge and training. Four teachers, Jean, Jane,
Shelley, and Nancy, mentioned three strategies (seeking additional knowledge, creating a
support network, and self-reflection) to cope with a lack of knowledge and training.
However, in the previous section for research question one, three of the teachers, Jean,
Jane, and Shelley, mentioned a lack of knowledge and training as a source of stress. It
may be that Nancy learned early on in their career how to prevent this source of stress;
therefore she did not identify it as a current source of stress.
The first strategy that the four teachers reported using to cope with a lack of
knowledge and training was to seek additional knowledge through books and journals.
Specific areas where some of the teachers lacked knowledge and training included math
(subject she taught for the ability-grouped instruction) for Jean, behavior management for
Jane, and administrative duties for Shelley. Jean commented on using her own financial
resources to get “Math manipulatives and things. I went to bed every night studying math
books. I [have] to get comfortable with what I’m supposed to teach.” Jean sought
additional knowledge through the use of math books to cope with the stress of lacking the
knowledge and training in the ability-grouped instruction. She had to “over prepare to get
comfortable” with teaching the math curriculum for ability-grouped instruction. Jane
mentioned that she” read some books that had to do with how to manage behavior better”
Shelley and Nancy noted reading various journal articles to gain additional knowledge.
Nancy said “I’m going to read journals to see what the experts say.” The teachers sought
additional knowledge through the use of books and journals.
100

Two teachers mentioned a second coping strategy, which was to create a support
network. Nancy said” if I can’t find helpful literature, I will find somebody who looks
like they know what they are doing and then…bug them until” she finds an answer to her
problem. Jane said that she “sought out a lot of help from veteran teachers. I would just
go sit down and say [that] I don’t know what I’m doing and ask for help.” The teachers’
comments suggested the importance of creating a support network with other colleagues
in order to gain the knowledge that was needed.
Jane and Nancy also mentioned a third coping strategy, in this case, the
importance of self-reflection. Darling-Hammond and Bransford (2005) suggested that
self-reflection was an important attribute of being an expert teacher. The teachers’ use of
this element reveals their placement within the expert teacher category, which was
mentioned in the literature review of this study. Jane described her self-reflection
experience when she stated that “over the summers, I do a lot of analyzing and reflecting
to try to change for the next year.” Nancy described her self-reflection experience as
asking herself a series of questions, such as “Is what I’m doing positively affecting the
students? if it is, what can I contribute that to? [and] if not, what can I do differently?”
The teachers remarked that using the self-reflection coping strategy helped them become
a better teacher because they were able to identify ways to improve their performance.
In conclusion, teachers coped with a lack of knowledge and training that was
classified at the intrapersonal level by using three strategies: seeking additional
knowledge, creating a support network, and self-reflections. These were examples of
problem-focused coping strategies. In the coping literature, problem-focused coping
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strategies are considered the most effective because the individual feels a sense of
accomplishment (Verhoeven et al., 2003).
Interpersonal
The teachers in this study engaged in specific coping strategies to address three
interpersonal sources of stress: negative student behaviors, negative school climate, and
administrators not treating teachers like professionals.
Coping with negative student behaviors and medical condition. Teachers
mentioned 10 strategies to cope with the first sources of stress that were classified at the
interpersonal level, which were negative student behaviors and medical condition. These
coping strategies included: using a soft tone of voice, isolating the student from the
classroom, isolating the teacher from the classroom, deep breathing, dimming the lights,
listening to music, using the blurt chart, using medication for emotional health, praying,
and having comfort foods. Four teachers, Jane, Susan, Jean and Maria, mentioned the
first coping strategy, which was to use a soft tone of voice when speaking to a student
who was behaving negatively. For example, Jane stated “if I can maintain my voice at
this level even when I am frustrated, it keeps [the situation] from escalating. If I ever let
myself raise my voice then I am losing it.” Jean said “I always speak softly to the
students because they seem to listen to me more.” The teachers have found that when
they use a soft tone of voice, the students respond in positive ways. This type of coping
strategy was problem-focused because teachers identified a problem (negative student
behavior) and solved it by using a soft tone of voice to keep the stressful situation from
escalating.
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Two teachers, Jane and Nancy, mentioned a second coping strategy, which was to
isolate the student from the classroom by talking to him/her alone in the hallway. This
coping strategy allowed both the teacher and student to calm down before re-entering the
classroom. Jane noted that when a student wanted to be confrontational, she allowed the
student teacher to take control of the classroom while she had her “conversation out in
the hallway where there are no other triggers or anything that could give the student the
attention that he needed right then and so that helps [her] as well in the classroom.” This
type of coping strategy was both problem-focused and emotion-focused coping. The
problem-focused type was selected because the teachers identified that there was a
problem (negative student behaviors) and found a solution by isolating the student from
the classroom. This strategy could also be emotion-focused coping since the teachers
were focused on changing their thoughts about the situation.
One teacher, Nancy, identified a third coping strategy, which was to isolate
herself from the stress in the classroom by taking a “time out.” For example, she said
“sometimes you just need a couple of seconds to gather your thoughts together.” Her time
out session lasted for one to three minutes. During this time, she remained in the
classroom and distracted herself by doing something else, such as checking her work
emails, taking deep breaths, and counting to 50. She asserted that her students were
grateful for her time out sessions because it allowed them to take a mini break as well.
This strategy could be considered an emotion-focused type because it improved the
teacher’s thinking patterns, but it also could be argued that Nancy was using an
avoidance strategy because she was avoiding the situation. This particular coping strategy
was used by teachers in Sharplin et al.’s, (2011) study and noted as an avoidance strategy.
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Six teachers, Maria, Jean, Shelley, Susan, Nancy, and Jane, identified a fourth
coping strategy, which was to take deep breaths. For example, Nancy said “sometimes I
take deep breaths before speaking to the students and it helps me calm down.” Shelley
said “I definitely use deep breathing to calm my nerves.” Jane also mentioned that she
“takes deep breaths before saying anything... [and] I’m usually less likely to say
something I wish I hadn’t said.” Teachers have found that when they take deep breaths it
helps control the stressful situation because they are able to calm down and are less likely
to say something that they may regret later. Based on the coping literature (Endler &
Parker, 1999; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), it may be argued that this strategy is an
emotion-focused type because the teachers were modifying their feelings about the
situation through deep breathing.
Three teachers, Karen, Nancy, and Susan, reported a fifth coping strategy, which
was to dim the lights. For example, Karen explained that when she dimmed the lights in
her classroom she “felt like things were calmer as far as [her] attitude and the way the
kids acted.” Nancy stated that she dimmed the lights and turned on her “Christmas and
disco lights” to create a calming environment. This strategy changed both the teacher and
students’ attitudes because it was sort of like a distraction from the negative situation.
This coping strategy is an example of an emotion-focused strategy because it modified
the students and teachers’ emotion by creating a sense of relaxation.
Two teachers, Shelley and Nancy, reported a sixth coping strategy, which was to
listen to music. Shelley and Nancy listened to music for behavior management purposes.
Shelley said when the students’ behavior is negative, “I try to get some music on that is
calming. I am trying to calm them, but I’m sure that I am calming myself too.” Nancy
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said “if the students have earned the music reward for good behavior all week, I will play
disco music [on Fridays] for three minutes” and let the students dance their heart out and
be silly. This strategy can be both problem-focused and emotion-focused. Teachers have
found that music helps reduce negative student behaviors (problem-focused), and the
music alters both the teachers and students emotional aspects in a positive way (emotionfocused).
One teacher, Maria, reported a seventh coping strategy, which was to use the
“blurt chart.” This chart was a behavioral management strategy that controlled the
amount of blurting or interrupting among the students. A description of the blurt chart is
as follows. The teacher uses of a small pocket chart to divide the classes by different
colored cards, such as blue for class one, green for class two, and yellow for class three.
Each class has about 10 cards in its section. The front of the card is blank and the back of
the card has the blurt symbol on it, which is a picture of a young student yelling. When
the students make negative choices, such as shouting out answers without being called on
or interrupting others when speaking, the entire class receives a blurt card in their pocket,
which means the teacher flips over a blank card from their row. At the end of the week,
the classes that have at least three blank cards left in their pocket get a reward. Maria said
“this chart was a way to control some of the negative behaviors [and] then reward them at
the same time so it all worked together.” This strategy is a problem-focused coping
strategy.
One teacher, Nancy, shared an eighth strategy to cope with negative student
behaviors, which was to use medication for her emotional health. Nancy mentioned
being,
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...very emotionally distraught [and not being able to] separate myself from the
happenings of the day. Like if I had a kid who threw a desk, I would take that
home and I would be very upset and angry about it.... I got kind of depressed and
the stress level was affecting my health... [so] about 7 years ago, I started taking
an anti-depressant.
Nancy found that the use of medication was an effective way to cope with the
stress of negative student behaviors. She also mentioned that several teachers at her
school were “on some type of anti-anxiety or anti-depression medication…[mainly
because] women, in general, are much more emotionally invested in their jobs.” Previous
studies have found this statement to be true in terms of women being more emotional and
having higher emotional exhaustion levels (Maslach et al., 1996). Teachers who are more
emotional may be prone to higher stress levels when dealing with negative student
behaviors. This coping strategy is an emotion-focused coping because the use of
medication helps change the teacher’s emotional aspect when the situation is negative as
a result of the students’ behaviors.
Two teachers, Jane and Karen, mentioned a ninth strategy to cope with negative
student behaviors, which was to pray. Jane said “what I would do if I were to go home
and were frustrated over a student is to pray. Being able to just pray about that and asking
for some guidance in that sense helps me.” Karen mentioned that when she is “being
pulled in all different directions... [that she] prays to... feel more centered.” Prayer helped
the teachers feel more in control of stressful situations involving student behavior.
One teacher, Shelley, identified a tenth strategy to cope with negative student
behaviors, which was to have comfort food. This strategy was used in both the work and
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home environments. Shelley talked about using food as a substitute for dealing with
stress by having a mini fridge in her classroom stocked with comfort foods. Her comfort
foods were healthy and consisted of vegetable and protein snacks like peanuts, cheese,
and carrots. She also mentioned drinking high amounts of caffeine, such as “four or
more caffeinated beverages a day.” Shelley stated that “if I have everything I need here
[in the classroom] like coffee, hot tea, and food, then I feel comfortable and I try to make
myself as comfortable as I can.” Her comforting foods/drinks were not as healthy at
home though. She reported using alcohol for relaxation at home. She said “I drink alcohol
when I’m stressed. I drink alcohol about twice a week... like 2-3 beers just to relax.”
Shelley’s coping strategy was similar to the one reported in a study by Gugliemi and
Tatrow (1998), which found that teachers used food and alcohol as substitutes for dealing
with stress. Gugliemi and Tatrow (1998) also labeled this strategy as avoidance because
individuals avoid stressful situations by distracting themselves with food.
Coping with a negative school climate. Teachers reported nine strategies to cope
with the fourth source of stress that can be classified at the institutional level, which was
a negative school climate. These coping strategies included: staying away from negative
people, having a sense of humor, creating a support network among friends and family,
having comfort food, listening to music, dimming the lights, using a scent diffuser,
having a positive attitude, and creating a balance between work and home. Four teachers,
Susan, Jean, Maria, and Karen, reported the first coping strategy, in this case, to stay
away from negative people. For example, Susan said “I pretty much stay in my room for
the most part…to stay out of some of the drama.” Maria provided a reason why she stays
away from negative people, she said “if there is someone who is just extremely negative
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with their comments or behavior in any way then I will get nervous and my face will
splotch up... so I have found just to stay away from negative people.” Teachers have
found that when they stay away from negative people it helps reduce their stress. Borg
and Falzon (1990) noted that teachers in their study used a similar coping strategy, which
they labeled as an avoidance type of coping. The avoidance strategy is usually considered
negative, but in this study, it could be argued that the teachers’ coping strategy was
positive since it created a barrier from the stressful situations within the workplace.
One teacher, Susan, mentioned a second coping strategy, which was to have a
sense of humor. For example, when other teachers in the school were negative in regard
to displaying a loud tone of voice and unpleasant body languages, it was important not
focus on their issues. Susan shared a specific way to distract herself from the negative.
She mentioned that sometimes she would pretend that the school was a theater and “the
people around me are practicing for their part in the upcoming play titled The Monsters
are Here.” Using humor helped her remain calm in negative situations and it also
reminded her to laugh every so often. The use of humor is an emotion-focused coping
strategy because the teacher changed her thoughts about a situation.
Four teachers, Jean, Susan, Maria, and Shelley, mentioned a third coping strategy,
which was to create a support network among friends and family. Teachers mentioned the
importance of having a support network both at work and home. Jean suggested that
since the school climate was “sort of like boot camp and the sergeant (principal) was
going to bark at you to do things... the soldiers [must] bond together with each other.”
Jean is suggesting that teachers need to bond together to support each other during
various times of stress. Susan said “I think the biggest things are the people in your life....
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These are people that you can trust and rely on [like] your family [or] the people you
work with.” Maria suggested the importance of “having that support group within not just
the school day but during the weekends and planning a time away from everything [such
as] to go get a cup of coffee or go to the movies.” These comments suggest that teachers
need a support network both inside and outside of the work environment. This strategy is
problem-focused because the teachers identified that there were problems within the
school climate and worked together to find solutions to overcome the challenges.
Three teachers, Maria, Jean, and Susan, mentioned a fourth coping strategy,
which was to have comfort foods. Similarities among the teachers included: using food as
an alternative for dealing with stress and having a mini fridge in their classrooms stocked
with comfort foods that were unhealthy. Comfort foods consisted of the following items:
diet cokes, chips, cookies, pastries, and candy bars. The teachers were aware of their
unhealthy eating habits. For example, Maria said “my diet is horrible.... I’m a stress
eater....I have those days when I will eat when I am sad or happy or upset or anything.”
Two of the teachers mentioned that their selection of comfort foods may be negatively
affecting their health, especially since Maria had diabetes and Jean had stomach issues.
These comments suggest that teachers use food as substitutes to deal with stress and are
conscious about how their unhealthy habits are affecting their health.
One teacher, Jean, identified a fifth coping strategy, which was to listen to music.
She mentioned listening to spa-like music. She asserted that “there are internet sites
where you can find very soothing spa kinds of music.” She also remarked having “a lot of
Mozart pieces too... [because] I am a strong believer in the Mozart effect” in terms of
classical music by Mozart playing a role in relaxation and learning. Teachers used music
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to reduce the stress of negativity within the school climate. This strategy is emotionfocused because the music changed their emotional aspect of the negative situation.
One teacher, Jean, mentioned a sixth coping strategy, which was to dim the lights.
She described the dimming of lights as “cozy” in terms of creating a relaxing space for
both the teacher and students. Two teachers, Jean and Maria, mentioned a seventh coping
strategy, which was to use a scent diffuser around the classroom. In interviews and
observations, the teachers reported using different fragrances throughout the year. For
example, Maria said “during the fall months, I use the apple pie [fragrance]... and in the
winter, I like the sugar cookie... [because] it reminds me of baking with the kids.” The
teachers mentioned that the various fragrances reminded them of being at home, which
added a lot of comfort to their classrooms.
The eighth coping strategy was mentioned by three teachers, Nancy, Maria, and
Shelley, which was to have a positive attitude. Nancy believed that it was important to
have a “stick with it attitude and be the positive change you want to see in the world” in
order to get over a challenging or stressful situation. She was a strong believer in
Mahatma Ghandhi’s message of improving yourself to make a positive difference.
Shelley commented on “having a positive attitude when things are stressful.” In the
coping literature (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), this strategy would be regarded as an
emotion-focused coping strategy because the focus is on the teachers’ emotional aspects.
The ninth coping strategy was mentioned by three teachers, Karen, Maria, and
Shelley, which was to create a balance between your work and home environments.
Karen commented on the consequences of not making time for both environments. She
said “I’ve got to leave school at a decent hour... because I didn’t want to lose my mind.”
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Shelley mentioned to create a balance between your work and home by doing your best
in both environments. She said the most important “thing is to balance your life... when
I’m here [at work], I am going to give you 100 percent but when I’m at home, I’m [also]
going to give it 100 percent.” These comments suggest that teachers need to create a
balance between the work and home environments by doing only work in the work
environment and home stuff in the home environment. Balance is the key to reduce
stress.
Coping with the administration not treating teachers like professionals. Three
teachers, Shelley, Jean, and Susan, reported two strategies to cope with the third source of
stress (administration not treating the teachers like professionals) that can be classified at
the public policy level, which included changing the situation if you are not satisfied and
using medication for your emotional health. All three teachers reported changing the
situation if they were not satisfied. For example, Shelley remarked that when she was not
satisfied with the profession after her second year of teaching due to the unprofessional
treatment of teachers, she was encouraged by her mother to “do something else.” Shelley
said “you are not married to your school. If you need to move to another school, [then]
move to another school. Try another grade level. Try something different.” Jean stated
that she was not satisfied with the current public school administration in terms of the
unprofessional treatment of teachers; therefore she “will be leaving the public school at
the end of this year (May 2014)... to teach in a private school.” These comments suggest
that teachers who are not satisfied with the profession should consider changing schools
to give the profession another chance.
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Jean had been taking medication for her emotional health for at least one year to
cope with the stress of the profession. She said “I had such horrible anxiety... [that] I got
on anxiety medicine last year.... [Basically], the job put me on medicine.” The medication
alone was not very effective while she remained in a situation that was perceived as
stressful; therefore, she chose not only stay on the medication but change her situation by
changing school systems in order to get a fresh start of the profession. In the teacher
attrition literature, the teachers would be labeled as movers because they did not leave the
field of teaching but moved to another school or school system instead (Boe et al., 1997;
Johnson & Birkeland, 2003).
In conclusion, teachers used a variety of strategies to cope with three
interpersonal sources of stress: negative student behaviors, negative school climate, and
administrators not treating teachers like professionals. Teachers mentioned ten strategies
to cope with negative student behaviors, which included using a soft tone of voice,
isolating the student from the classroom, isolating the teacher from the classroom, deep
breathing, dimming the lights, listening to music, using the blurt chart, using medication
for emotional health, praying, and having comfort food. Teachers mentioned nine
strategies to cope with a negative school climate, which included: staying away from
negative people, having a sense of humor, creating a support network, having comfort
food, listening to music, dimming the lights, using a scent diffuser, having a positive
attitude, and create a balance between your work and home. Three teachers mentioned
two strategies to cope with administrators not treating teachers like professionals, which
included changing your situation if you are not satisfied and using medication for your
emotional health. The three most common strategies used among the teachers at the
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interpersonal level were dimming the lights, listening to music, and using medication for
emotional health.
Institutional
The teachers in this study engaged in five coping strategies to address three
institutional sources of stress: lack of time, paperwork, and lack of resources.
Coping with a lack of time. The teachers mentioned two strategies to cope with a
lack of time: preparing in advance for tasks and adapting to the situation. Although six
teachers, Nancy, Jane, Jean, Karen, Shelley, and Maria, reported a lack of time as a
source of stress, only three teachers, Nancy, Karen and Maria, shared a coping strategy to
address this source of stress.
All three teachers mentioned the first coping strategy, in this case, the importance
of preparing in advance for tasks. This coping strategy was also used by teachers in
Benmansour’s (1998) study. Preparing in advance for tasks in this study meant three
things: getting started on the task immediately, being extremely organized, and being a
list maker by prioritizing tasks from least to most important. For example, Nancy and
Maria reported the importance of immediately getting started on a task. Nancy said “I
tend to get started on a task or problem rather than procrastinate or avoid it... because
procrastination is just stress that you are putting off until later and then there is usually
more stress later.” This comment suggests the importance of tackling an issue or problem
immediately instead of letting it linger, which usually causes more stress.
Nancy and Karen also asserted the importance of being extremely organized in
order to manage their time wisely. Nancy remarked that she organized a file of lessons
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and student activity sheets for situations when another teacher is “absent and they can’t
find a sub so... they will split the kids and you will have three kids in your room who are
not yours.” Another example that I observed was being able to quickly retrieve something
in case someone unannounced walked into the room and demanded an item. Nancy said
“I am very organized so that I can retrieve any document for whoever comes into my
room unannounced and demands something.” This comment suggests the importance of
always being prepared for the unknown.
Nancy and Maria reported being list makers in order to prepare for important
future tasks. Maria mentioned that she used this strategy in both the home and work
environments to manage her time. She said “I’m a list maker who prioritizes what I have
to do or find out when it’s due, what time it’s due or what small things I can get done first
and then focus on the larger [things].” This strategy would be regarded as problemfocused because the teachers are preparing in advance for future tasks and finding
solutions on how to complete them.
One teacher, Nancy, mentioned a second coping strategy, in this case, the
importance of adapting to the situation. This meant being able “to go with the flow
[and]... make the choices that are necessary for whatever your situation is.” Nancy’s
comment suggests the importance of being open to new things when situations change.
This particular strategy was a problem-focused coping type, which Benmansour (1998)
and Tait (2008) also mentioned that teachers in their studies used.
Coping with paperwork. Although five teachers, Maria, Jane, Susan, Nancy, and
Karen, mentioned paperwork as a source of stress in research question one, only one
teacher shared a coping strategy for it, which was to create a support network. Maria
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stated that her principal was “wonderful [because she] let us cancel classes to do our
paperwork.... [So] we all share the paperwork.... We work together as a team instead of
competing with each other like other teachers may do.” This teacher’s principal was very
supportive and allowed the gifted teachers to cancel class in order to work on the
paperwork together. Maria also asserted that “since this is such a small group, I feel that
we can do more things together instead of being in the regular classroom situation where
you have so many more teachers and personalities.” This type of coping would be
considered problem-solving because the teachers worked together to complete the task of
finishing the paperwork. This luxury was not available for other teachers, especially the
regular education teachers; therefore, this may be a reason they did not mention a coping
strategy for this source of stress.
Coping with a lack of resources. The teachers mentioned two strategies to cope
with the last source of stress that can be classified at the institutional level, which was a
lack of resources (technology, school budget finances, and size of the classroom). These
coping strategies included creating support networks involving the community and
adapting to the situation. Teachers created support networks with community factors to
cope with a lack of resources for technology and school budget finances. Nancy said “one
of my good friends owns [a business] in town and helps me out with a lot of materials
and things I would need for the classroom.” Although Jane did not mention a lack of
resources as a source of stress (in research question one), she shared a coping strategy for
it, which was similar to Nancy’s response. This included creating a support network with
the local University to get resources, such as help from student teachers. She said “we
have a huge partnership with the University…So we’ve got a lot of help coming in from
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student teachers and so that kind of cuts down on the stress [because] I have somebody in
the room that can help.” Help from student teachers meant assisting students who needed
remedial attention and watching over the class while the teacher spoke to a student with
negative behaviors out in the hallway.
Nancy also mentioned the importance finding a grant to fund a student discipline
program since negative student behaviors continues to be a source of stress for teachers.
She said “I think finding a grant to fund an afterschool detention program would help
control some of the negative behaviors we have at this school.” This comment suggests
that additional funds are needed to provide an afterschool program for students with
negative behaviors. Such a program might help control the amount of negative behaviors
among students because they would learn that there are consequences for the choices they
make.
One teacher coped with a lack of resources regarding the size of the classroom
size by adapting to the situation. This meant that she had to be creative with the
arrangement of furniture and planning of student activities. She said “I try to vary my
instruction. Sometimes we will be real hands-on [by] doing science experiments. [Other
times] we will watch a video to start the lesson. So I just have them do various
activities... within this small space.” This is an example of a problem-focused coping
strategy because the teacher identified that her classroom was very small (problem);
therefore, she had to be creative with the arrangement of furniture and instructional
lessons (solutions) in order for student learning to occur.
In conclusion, five coping strategies were mentioned for the three sources of
stress: lack of time, paperwork, and lack of resources, which can be classified at the
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institutional level. Teachers coped with the first source of stress (lack of time) by using
two strategies: preparing in advance for tasks and adapting to the situation. One teacher
mentioned one strategy to cope with the second source of stress (paperwork) and that was
to create a support network. Teachers coped with the last source of stress (lack of
resources) by using two strategies: creating support networks and adapting to the
situation (classroom size). The two most common institutional level coping strategies
were creating support networks and adapting to the situation.
Community
Teachers mentioned four coping strategies for the two sources of stress that were
classified at the community level: lack of parental involvement and lack of professional
development.
Coping with a lack of family involvement. Teachers coped with a lack of family
involvement by using two strategies. Creating support networks was a strategy that
helped with coping with a lack of family involvement and teachers also coped with this
lack of involvement by being thankful for parents and family who were involved. Nancy
reported the first coping strategy in terms of creating support networks with the parents.
She said,
I form very lasting friendships and relationships with my [students’] parents and
use them as a resource. For example, one of my student’s parents is a counselor
[and] is coming tomorrow to talk about test anxiety and giving the kids some
strategies on how to deal with test stress. She is also my room mom so whenever
we have a party, she’ll organize it and call the troops in.
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Nancy’s comments suggest the importance of creating strong relationships so that you
can recognize and take advantage of their various strengths.
Two teachers reported the second coping strategy. For example, Nancy mentioned
“being grateful for the parents who are involved and use them as often as possible even if
it is just 2 parents out of 25 students.” Karen mentioned being grateful for the “different
levels of involvement.” There are parents “who if you ask to send something, they will,
but will never come here [to the school].... Then there is the one [parent] who will come
anytime you need her to come.” Building strong relationships with family members is a
critical part of the profession.
Coping with a lack of professional development. Three teachers, Shelley,
Nancy and Maria, coped with a lack of professional development by using two strategies:
communicating with your administrator and seeking additional knowledge through books
and journals. A lack of professional development was not a source of stress for Maria (as
indicated in research question one); however, she provided a strategy to cope with it.
Shelley and Maria mentioned the first coping strategy. They both acknowledged
the importance of communicating with your administrator by letting him/her know what
teachers need. For example, Shelley suggested to her principal that “teachers should be
grouped based on their needs.... New teachers need the classroom management
procedures [and]...experienced teachers need to learn things [like] leadership techniques
[such as] how to be a leader in your school or in the community.” Maria mentioned a
positive outcome to communicating with her administrator. She said the person “who is
over the gifted program has really been successful at supporting us... [in terms of] being a
really good advocate for us to get the training that we need.” These comments suggest the
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importance of communicating with your administrator in terms of helping him/her
understand teachers’ concerns about how to increase their knowledge through
professional development opportunities.
Nancy also mentioned a second coping strategy -seeking additional knowledge
through books and journals. Nancy said “I read whenever I’m stuck with something and
not sure how to deal with it.... [For example] if I want to know a better way to handle
kids, I’m going to read journals to see what the experts say.” Nancy’s comment suggests
the importance of learning from outside sources to find current techniques to implement.
According to Knowles (1975), this strategy would represent the behavior of a selfdirected learner.
In conclusion, all four strategies are regarded as problem-focusing coping because
the teachers acknowledged there were problems (lack of family involvement and
professional development) and they found immediate solutions to cope with the stressors.
These solutions included creating a support network with parents, being grateful for the
parents who are involved, communicating with your administrator, and seeking additional
knowledge through books and journals.
Public Policy
Eight coping strategies were mentioned for the four sources of stress that can be
classified at the public policy level: conflicting goals, changing expectations/policies,
testing, and implementation of the Common Core.
Coping with conflicting goals. Three teachers, Shelley, Maria, and Jean, coped
with the conflicting goals for the gifted program by using one strategy, which was to
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create a support network with each other. Maria stated that “[we are] planning a lot of
things where we are communicating and working together.” Because of the conflicting
goals of the gifted program, the teachers had to work together to devise a plan on how to
communicate with the school district superintendent on what the Mississippi Department
of Education’s policy was suggesting for the gifted program.
Coping with changing expectations/policies. Three teachers, Maria, Jean, and
Nancy, coped with changing expectations/policies by using three strategies: creating a
support network with other teachers, having a sense of humor, and listening to music.
The first coping strategy, mentioned by Maria and Jean, was to create a support network.
Maria asserted that when they were stressed from all the demands and expectations as a
result of the new leadership, they “tend to lift each other up [with their words and
actions] to be more positive.” Maria’s comment about being positive with her words and
actions helped create a positive cycle of support for the other teachers to witness. Nancy
mentioned a second coping strategy which was to have a sense of humor. Nancy’s sense
of humor was displayed through her clothes. She wore school colors every Friday to
indicate that they survived and made it through the stressful week. For example, she
stated that every Friday, “I wear comfortable clothes with the [school colors on them].
And this is one way I celebrate that we got to the end of the week [and] it just makes me
feel better when I dress up.” Nancy also mentioned a third coping strategy which was to
listen to music. She said “I will play spa-like music and nature sounds whenever I feel
overwhelmed.” These strategies were emotion-focused because the teachers were
changing their thoughts/feelings about the situation.
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Coping with testing. One teacher coped with the stress of testing by using one
strategy, which was to adapt to the situation by getting through the curriculum. Nancy
reported the importance of being creative so that you can “get through the curriculum
because if they (the students) don’t do well on the test then that reflects badly upon you.”
Being creative means using your time wisely in terms of integrating the material with
various subjects so that you have enough time to teach the curriculum for the tests. In
other words, learning how to adapt to the situation was a key component of the testing
process.
Coping with the implementation of the Common Core. Three teachers, Nancy,
Maria, and Karen, coped with the implementation of the Common Core by using three
strategies: adapting to the situation, creating a support network, and not worrying about
future things. The first coping strategy was mentioned by Nancy. She said “I try to be
adaptable more than flexible.” She defined flexible as “willing to go with the flow, but
[for] adaptable, you have to go with the flow [and] you have to make the choices that are
necessary for whatever your situation is.” Her comments suggested the importance of
being adaptable to the new curriculum by making the necessary choices for the various
situations.
The network Maria used to cope with changing expectations/policies also helped
her with new standards. She noted the importance of creating a support network with
other teachers, such as the regular education teachers. She said “we are meeting with the
regular ed. teachers and teaching them our process skills of higher order thinking and
critical thinking [since] that’s something that Common Core is pushing.” This comment
suggests the importance of creating a support network to educate others about the new
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curriculum in order to reduce stress. Both coping strategies are problem-focused
strategies because the teachers were ready to adapt to the new curriculum by identifying
possible problems with the curriculum and taking action to find out possible solutions to
such problems.
The third coping strategy was mentioned by Karen. She highlighted the
importance of focusing on present-day issues rather than future issues concerning the
Common Core. She said “let’s just deal with what we have in front of us right now and
we will worry about the Common Core when it gets here.” Karen’s coping strategy was
an indication that she was already “highly stressed and on the verge of getting burned
out” so she was more concerned with her current stressors instead of future things.
Karen’s coping strategy may have a negative impact because she was avoiding the
problem of preparing for the Common Core. This avoidance coping strategy may have
increased her stress level because she may not be prepared when the Common Core is
fully implemented.
In conclusion, teachers mentioned eight coping strategies were mentioned for the
four sources of stress classified at the public policy level. Teachers coped with the first
source of stress (conflicting goals for the gifted program) by creating a support network.
Teachers coped with the second source of stress (changing expectations/policies) by
using three strategies: creating a support network, having a sense of humor, and listening
to music. One teacher mentioned one strategy to cope with the third source of stress
(testing), which was to adapt to the situation by getting through the curriculum. Teachers
coped with the last source of stress (implementation of the Common Core) by using three
strategies: adapting to the new curriculum, creating a support network, and not worrying
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about future things. The majority of these coping strategies were problem-focused. Only
one avoidance coping strategy was mentioned, which was to put off worrying about
future things. The two most commonly used coping strategies among the public policy
level were creating a support network and adapting to the situation.
Conclusion of Research Question 2
Research question two asked about the coping strategies teachers used. The
teachers used a wide variety of coping strategies. Some strategies addressed specific
stressors concerning knowledge/training, behaviors of students, colleagues, and
administration, time, resources inside and outside of the classroom, and changes related
to expectations/policies, testing, and new standards. The seven most commonly used
coping strategies across all five levels were seeking additional knowledge, creating a
support network, adapting to the situation, listening to music, dimming the lights, have a
sense of humor, and using medication for emotional health. The next section will answer
the third research question, which focused on where the expert teachers learned their
coping strategies.
Research Question 3: Where did the expert elementary teachers learn their coping
strategies?
Teachers in this study were asked to describe where they learned their coping
strategies. The teacher participants shared a variety of sources, which were similar to the
findings of previous literature. For example, Cockburn (1996) noted that teachers were
more likely to acquire their coping strategies through personal experiences; whereas
Howard and Johnson (2004) mentioned that teachers learned their coping strategies
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through personal experiences and people. Teachers in this study also learned their coping
strategies from these two sources but also mentioned a third source, programs.
This section presents the various sources where teachers learned their coping
strategies and are described in three components: programs, people, and personal
experiences. Programs consisted of two types of professional development. People
consisted of three types: colleagues, parents, and school counselors. Personal experiences
consisted of coping strategies that teachers learned from experience. In the next section,
the data for research question three will be presented.
Programs
Professional development. Three teachers learned some of their coping strategies
from programs specifically concerning professional development. Two kinds of
professional development programs that teachers mentioned were National Boards for
Professional Teaching Standards and behavior management workshops. The teachers
learned five coping strategies from these professional development programs: selfreflection, using the blurt chart, using a soft tone of voice, deep breathing, and isolating
the student from the classroom. They used these strategies to cope with two stressors:
lack of knowledge/training and negative student behaviors. For example, Nancy stated
that she learned the importance of self-reflection through the National Boards. She
commented that “the National Board certification process helped me become a more
reflective practitioner.” Nancy’s comment suggests that the National Board certification
process helped her develop the coping strategy of self-reflection, which has changed the
way she responds to situations in the work environment.
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Maria and Jane reported on one specific behavior management program, which
occurred in August of 2013 when Amie Dean was the speaker. Amie Dean was an
educational consultant from the Atlanta area who provided information to teachers on
behavior management. This program helped both teachers cope with negative student
behaviors. For example, Maria learned about the “blurt chart,” which has helped control
the amount of interruptions or blurting out of answers among the students in their
classrooms. Three things Jane learned from the Amie Dean program included using a soft
tone of voice, isolating the student from the classroom, and taking a deep breath before
you speak. Jane said “I learned that when you get frustrated, [the students] will see it and
feed off of that... so the quieter you get, the more respect you will demand.” Knowing
how to manage negative student behaviors was a factor in reducing the teachers’ stress.
People
Some teachers learned their coping strategies from different types of people
concerning colleagues, parents, and school counselors. Nine coping strategies were
learned from these individuals: seeking additional knowledge, creating a support
network, having a sense of humor, having a positive attitude, having comfort food, using
a scent diffuser, changing your situation, deep breathing, and creating a balance between
work and home. An explanation regarding the sources of these coping strategies is below.
Colleagues. Teachers learned their coping strategies from three groups of
colleagues: colleagues with similar levels of experience, veteran teachers, and assigned
mentor teachers.
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Colleagues with similar levels of experience. Two teachers learned two strategies
from their colleagues with similar levels of experience. These included using a scent
diffuser and having comfort food available. Teachers used these strategies to cope with
the stress of a negative school climate. The teachers commented on learning at least one
of these coping strategies from each other. For example, Jean learned from Maria to use a
scent diffuser in her classroom; whereas Maria learned from Jean to have comforting
foods available in the classroom. Jean said that Maria “told me about those scent diffuser
things and I just love how my room smells... it reminds me to breathe and relax.” Since
Maria is a stress eater, having foods available provides a sense of immediate relief. She
remarked that Jean “showed me her chocolate stash [and other items] in the desk
drawer... and now I have my own [stash]... you know, the diet Dr. Peppers and the candy
bars.” These comments suggest that teachers are influenced by their colleagues to find
ways to cope.
Veteran teachers. Some teachers mentioned learning their coping strategies from
veteran teachers, a second group of colleagues. Three teachers learned two coping
strategies, creating a support network and having a positive attitude. Teachers used these
strategies to cope with the stress of a negative school climate. For example, Jane said that
she “sought out a lot of help from veteran teachers.” Nancy said when she moved to this
school from Florida, she made a “good friend who was able to answer a lot of questions
about how things worked here.” These comments suggest the importance of creating a
support network with other teachers who are very resourceful.
Maria reported the second coping strategy, which was to have a positive attitude.
She said “I learned from the older and veteran teachers how they dealt with [stress] and
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how we can try and change the stress to motivation instead of stressing out and shutting
down.” In other words, she learned from veteran teachers to change her view of a
negative situation by seeing it as a learning opportunity or the importance of having a
positive attitude in difficult situations. Being positive is an important attribute of an
expert teacher.
Assigned mentor teachers. Two teachers learned some of their coping strategies
from their assigned mentor teacher, a third group of colleagues. Two coping strategies
included seeking additional knowledge through books and creating a balance between
work and home. Teachers used these strategies to cope with two stressors: lack of
knowledge and training and negative school climate. Jane remarked that her mentor
teacher taught her to seek additional knowledge through books. For example, because she
lacked the knowledge of behavior management, her mentor teacher told her to get the
book by Fay and Funk (1995) titled Teaching with Love and Logic. She said it is “mostly
a behavior management [tool], but it teaches you how to teach logically and love the
students by giving them the best that you can give them.” She believes this book has been
a useful tool for coping with negative student behaviors; therefore, she advises her
student teachers to read the book so they will have a resource to refer to when or if
negative student behaviors becomes a source of stress in their future classroom. Having
the knowledge and resources available can reduce unnecessary stress.
Karen said that during her first year of teaching she learned to create a balance
between her work and home from her mentor teacher. Her mentor teacher did not
verbally address this coping strategy but shared it physically through her body language
and behaviors. Karen said that she was the teacher who “had been teaching for years and
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years and years and she was the one who would be up here leaving later than I was.... I
think she was just as stressed as I was.” She also commented that her mentor teacher’s
behavior prompted her “to leave school at a decent hour... because I didn’t want to lose
my mind.” Because her mentor teacher did not make time for her home life as much as
she made for her work life, she appeared to be stressed all the time. There was no balance
between the two areas. Therefore, Karen learned the importance of creating time for both
environments in order to reduce stress. She noted it was important for teachers to “either
come to work early or stay late after work. Don’t do both. You’ve got to have some time
for yourself because if you don’t recharge yourself, then it’s bad” in terms of burning out
of the profession. This coping strategy was similar to Kyriacou’s (2001) study in terms of
finding a balance between your work and home environments.
Parents who were teachers. Three teachers reported learning their coping
strategies from their parents who were also teachers. Three of these coping strategies
included having a sense of humor, having a positive attitude, and changing your situation.
Teachers used these strategies to cope with the stress of a negative school climate.
Nancy and Susan reported learning the first coping strategy, which was to have a
sense of humor, from their parents. Both of their parents were both former elementary
teachers and understood the stress of the profession and the importance of using specific
coping strategies to deal with the stress. Nancy said “my parents were teachers so I...
learned by watching them... how [they] dealt with things.” Nancy mentioned using this
strategy by making the job fun when possible by wearing the school colors every Friday
to indicate that they made it to the end of the week. Teachers who use humor appear to
have more fun on the job, which reduces stress.
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Susan observed how her parents saw the humor in situations whether stressful or
non-stressful. She mentioned that “my mom and dad were both educators... [and] I just
think that watching how they reacted in negative situations... influenced me to also see
the humor in situations.” Her parents focused on the positive of the situation instead of
becoming angry when something negative occurred. Having a sense of humor helped
motivate Susan to improve the negative situations inside and outside of her classroom.
The use of humor was mentioned by Bobek (2002) and Cockburn (1996) as a vital
component of being an expert and/or resilient teacher.
Shelley learned the second coping strategy from her mother, which was to have a
positive attitude. In interviews, she mentioned that her mother was a former elementary
teacher with 33 years of experience and understood the importance of having a positive
attitude. Shelley mentioned that “anytime I had a problem, I would talk to her about it
and she would always tell me that tomorrow would be better. And she was right,
tomorrow always was better.” Her mother’s advice was to keep a positive attitude and to
never give up because tomorrow was a new day in terms not dwelling on past mistakes or
stressful situations but instead to focus on how to be positive in the future.
A third coping strategy that Shelley also learned from her mother was to change
the situation. Her mother taught her to keep in mind that “you are not married to your
school. If you need to move to another school, then move. Try another grade level. Try
something different. And then try to make yourself as comfortable as you can.” Shelley’s
comment suggests that teachers need to find an area of teaching where they are satisfied
in order to prevent burnout.
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School counselors. One teacher shared a coping strategy that she learned from
the counselors at her school, which was deep breathing. Susan used this strategy to cope
with the stress of negative student behaviors. She remarked that during her 19th or 20th
year of teaching, the counselors at her school began providing teachers with information
on managing stress, such as the importance of stretching and deep breathing exercises.
She said “the counselors gave us some quick ways to reduce stress like deep breathing
exercises that you could do.” These exercises are similar to the techniques of Weil’s
(2011) deep breathing exercises.
Personal Experiences
Teachers also learned strategies from experience including substitute teaching and
regular education teaching. The various coping strategies that teachers learned from these
experiences included isolating the teacher from the classroom, dimming the lights,
staying away from negative people, having comforting foods, listening to music, using a
scent diffuser, changing your situation, seeking additional knowledge, preparing in
advance for tasks, creating a balance between work and home, adapting to the situation,
and creating a support network.
Learning from experience. The teachers mentioned learning various coping
strategies from their experience as a teacher in general. Twelve of these coping strategies
included: (a) isolating the teacher from the classroom, (b) dimming the lights, (c) staying
away from negative people, (d) having comforting foods, (e) listening to music, (f) using
a scent diffuser, (g) changing your situation, (h) seeking additional knowledge, (i)
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preparing in advance for tasks, (j) creating a balance between work and home, (k)
adapting to the situation, and (l) creating a support network.
One teacher learned the first coping strategy through her experience, which was to
isolate the teacher from the classroom. Nancy found that her attitude improved when she
isolated herself from the classroom. She said that “sometimes I put myself in time out. I
tell the kids that I need a minute... to just relax.” This comment suggests the importance
of taking breaks when stressed.
Three teachers, Karen, Jean, and Susan, learned the second coping strategy
through experience, which was to dim the lights. Teachers used this strategy to cope with
two stressors: negative student behaviors and negative school climate. They found that
dimming the lights created a sense of calmness in their classroom. For example, when
Karen dimmed the lights, she “felt like things were calmer as far as [her] attitude and the
way the kids acted.” Susan, who taught preK, remarked that “I dim the lights during nap
time... and at the end of center time... it’s always so relaxing when the lights are off.”
These comments suggest that a change in lighting helps reduce stress among teachers.
A third strategy that four teachers, Maria, Jean, Karen, and Susan, learned from
their experience was to stay away from negative people. The teachers used this strategy
to cope with a negative school climate. They mentioned that best place to avoid the
negative was to stay within the walls of their classroom. For example, Maria stated that
“within the regular environment and just all over the campus, there are other people who
may be a little more negative; [therefore] we have found to just kind of stay in our own
little happy place (the classroom).” Susan also stated “I pretty much stay in my room for
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the most part.” Teachers have found that when they stay away from the negativity within
the workplace, it helps reduce their stress.
A fourth strategy that three teachers, Shelley, Jean, and Susan, learned was to
have comfort foods available. These teachers were stress eaters which meant that they
used certain foods and drinks to cope with stress. When they had comfort foods available,
their stress was reduced. Susan said “I’ve got to have that diet coke. And peanut butter
cookies are nice too sometimes.” Her choices of foods were unhealthy and very similar to
Jean and Maria’s selection in regard to the high fat and sugary foods and high intake of
caffeinated beverages.
Two teachers, Jean and Nancy, learned a fifth coping strategy, which was to listen
to music. They found that listening to music reduced their stress as well as the students’.
Jean believed that listening to music helped reduce her blood pressure. She said “I have
found that music helps lower my blood pressure.... I feel very relaxed.... My students love
the music too.” There have been numerous findings on how classical music can reduce
stress, especially one’s blood pressure (Sutoo & Akiyama, 2004).
One teacher learned a sixth coping strategy from her experience, which was to use
a scent diffuser. Maria found that when she used a scent diffuser at work, she was more
likely to be a positive mood because the various “fragrances triggered happy memories.”
For example, the sugar cookie fragrance reminded her of being at home baking goodies
with her children. Because the scent diffuser has had a positive effect on her stress level,
she created a scent diffuser line and advocated it to other teachers in an effort to reduce
their stress at work. For example, Jean purchased the product from her and remarked how
helpful it was in reducing her stress.
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Three teachers, Jean, Susan, and Maria, learned a seventh coping strategy, which
was to change the situation. They found that when they were not satisfied, it was
important to change the situation. Maria had used this strategy twice in her 22 year career
of teaching in the special and regular education classrooms. For example, Maria began
her career as a special education teacher. After a few years, she was not satisfied with her
situation of teaching special education; therefore, she changed her situation by changing
positions to regular education. The same scenario occurred several years later while
teaching regular education; therefore, she used the same coping strategy. For example,
she was not satisfied with teaching in the regular classroom and changed over to the
gifted classroom. She stated a reason for switching from the regular to the gifted
classroom and that was because the regular classroom was “tied to everybody succeeding
on grades and test scores where here [in the gifted classroom], it’s fun to teach...
[because] we get to teach according to our interests instead of what’s mandated in the
textbooks.” Susan mentioned coping with the administration not treating her like a
professional by changing schools. She said “I didn’t go back. I just left after the school
year.” Susan was not satisfied with the situation so she changed it by changing schools.
Three teachers, Jean, Nancy, and Shelley, reported learning two coping strategies
(eighth and ninth) from experience, which included seeking additional knowledge
through books and journals and preparing in advance for tasks. For example, Jean
mentioned randomly finding a book in a used bookstore titled How to Survive your First
Year of Teaching, which was published in the early 1980’s. During her first few years of
teaching, she read the book every summer to help prepare her for the following school
year. She said “I read that book…every July and August before school would start... [to]
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learn something new... [and] to improve the way I taught for the next year.” She said “if I
am prepared. I can cope!”
Nancy and Shelley found journal articles to be an excellent source for seeking
additional knowledge. Nancy said “the way that I cope is to find out more information...
especially through journals.” These two coping strategies of seeking additional
knowledge and preparing in advance for the task were similar to Cockburn’s (1996)
findings on effective coping strategies among teachers, which included “ensuring that
you understand the work you are about to teach and thorough lesson preparations” (p.
403). Also the teachers in Cockburn’s (1996) study learned their coping strategies
through personal experience just as these teachers did.
Two teachers, Maria and Shelley, reported learning a tenth coping strategy
learned from experience, creating a balance between work and home. This strategy was
used to cope with an interpersonal source of stress, such as a negative school climate. The
teachers both noted using this strategy after having children. Maria stated “I had to really
learn how to cope and prioritize things when I had my daughter because I was literally
used to staying up [at school] until 6 or 7pm every night because it was my life.” Maria’s
comments revealed that when teachers created a balance between their work and home
environments, they could manage their stress better.
An eleventh strategy was shared by one teacher who learned how to adapt to
situations from her experience as a teacher in general. Shelley used this strategy to cope
with an institutional source of stress, the small size of the classroom. She adapted to the
smaller space by “vary[ing] [her] instruction.” Shelley found the importance of adapting
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to situations when resources were removed by altering her instruction to fit the new
situation.
Maria shared a twelfth strategy concerning the importance of creating a support
network from her experience. This strategy was used to cope with a public policy source
of stress: conflicting goals for the gifted program. Maria said “you have to find those
networks and that group that will help you.... I learned this from experience.” Maria
found a group of teachers who were willing to work together to solve the issues revolving
around the gifted program and this helped lower her stress.
Substitute teaching experience. A particular type of learning experience where
Nancy learned three coping strategies was from substitute teaching. These coping
strategies included preparing in advance for tasks, adapting to the situation, and seeking
additional knowledge. Nancy remarked that substitute teaching “helps you be quick on
your feet because you will end up in classrooms where there are no lesson plans and you
have to adapt so you learn pretty quickly what you can do to make things better.” In order
to be adaptable, you have “to go with the flow [and]... make the choices that [were]
necessary for whatever your situation was.” These comments suggest that teachers must
learn how to adapt to various situations. This experience helped Nancy develop strategies
to cope with some of her current stressors concerning a lack of time, lack of professional
development, testing, and implementation of the Common Core.
Regular education teaching experience. A second type of learning experience
where one teacher, who is currently a gifted teacher, learned a coping strategy was from
her regular education teaching experience. Maria learned the importance of preparing in
135

advance for tasks through the use of checklists. When she taught regular education, the
teachers were required to teach numerous programs daily. She remarked that “I had a list
[of programs to teach] and I literally had a checklist” to check off the items that had been
completed for each program. Through this experience, she learned the importance of
being a list maker by prioritizing “what I have to do or find out when it’s due, what time
it’s due, when it’s due or what small things I can get done first and then focus on the
larger [things].” Maria’s comments indicated that when teachers prepare in advance, such
as by prioritizing their daily tasks from most to least important, they are more likely to
create realistic goals that can be accomplished.
Conclusion of Research Question 3
In conclusion, the teachers learned their coping strategies through various sources.
Some of these sources were similar to the findings of previous studies in that teachers
learned their coping strategies through people and personal experiences (Cockburn, 1996;
Howard and Johnson, 2004). However, the teachers in this study also mentioned a third
source, professional development programs. Therefore, the three sources where teachers
in this study learned their coping strategies included: programs, people, and personal
experiences.
Five coping strategies were learned through professional development programs
were self-reflection, using the blurt chart, using a soft tone of voice, deep breathing, and
isolating the student from the classroom. Other teachers learned their coping strategies
from people including colleagues, parents, and school counselors. Nine coping strategies
were learned from these people: seeking additional knowledge, creating a support
network, having a sense of humor, having a positive attitude, having comfort food, using
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a scent diffuser, changing your situation, deep breathing, and creating a balance between
work and home.
The teachers also learned their coping strategies through personal experiences.
One particular type of personal experience concerned learning from experience. Two
components of this type included substitute teaching experience and regular education
teaching experience. Twelve coping strategies were learned from these experiences:
isolating the teacher from the classroom, dimming the lights, staying away from negative
people, having comforting foods, listening to music, using a scent diffuser, changing your
situation, seeking additional knowledge through books and journals, preparing in advance
for tasks, creating a balance between work and home, adapting to the situation, and
creating a support network. Overall, there are many ways teachers can acquire their
coping strategies. Teachers in this study learned their strategies through various
programs, people, and personal experiences.
Conclusion of Chapter IV
The three research questions focused on teachers’ sources of stress, coping
strategies, and sources of learned coping strategies. Teachers identified fourteen different
sources of stress across the five levels of the Social Ecological Model. Some of the most
commonly cited sources of stress included lack of knowledge/training, lack of resources,
negative student behaviors and medical condition, negative school climate, lack of time,
changing expectations/policies, and testing. Within these levels, the teachers used
numerous coping strategies. The teachers used similar strategies to cope with different
sources of stress across different levels. The seven most commonly used coping strategies
included seeking additional knowledge, creating a support network, adapting to the
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situation, listening to music, dimming the lights, having a sense of humor, and using
medication for emotional health.
Teachers learned their coping strategies from various sources. Three sources were
professional development programs, people, and personal experiences. The people
consisted of three types: colleagues, parents, and school counselors. Teachers learned
coping strategies from experiences including substitute teaching and regular education
teaching.
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DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION

Teaching is very stressful, and this is important because turnover is high and
stress can lead to burnout. This study examined the specific sources of stress for seven
expert elementary teachers including regular, special and gifted education teachers, the
coping strategies they employed, and where they had learned those coping strategies.
This chapter examines those findings to draw conclusions and present implications for
the profession and research. The organization of this section is as follows: discussion,
limitations, further implications, teachers’ recommendations, and conclusion.
Discussion
The discussion section focuses on the research questions by addressing ideas
including (a) intertwining of sources of stress across levels of McLeroy et al.’s ecological
model, (b) teaching positions and sources of stress, (c) coping strategies providing
support for multiple sources/levels of stress, (d) most common coping strategies, (e)
robust coping strategies and (f) findings that add to the literature. Implications for the
profession are also included.
Intertwining of sources of stress across levels of McLeroy et al.’s ecological model
An ecological model (McLeroy’s et al., 1988) was used to identify influences
between the teacher and the levels concerning specific sources of stress. Teachers
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described feeling stress at the intrapersonal, interpersonal, institutional, community and
public policy levels. This means that the levels were intertwined and could influence each
other based on what the teachers reported as stressful. In other words, the sources of
stress at one level could influence teachers to perceive stress at other levels.
Three examples illustrate how the levels are intertwined. The first example relates
to the intrapersonal and interpersonal levels. Some teachers reported a lack of knowledge
as a source of stress at the intrapersonal level. This intrapersonal source of stress
influenced the teachers to perceive negative student behaviors as a source of stress at the
interpersonal level. For example, because Jane lacked knowledge in behavior
management, she perceived the students’ behavior as stressful.
The second example relates to the community and institutional levels. A lack of
parental involvement was mentioned as a source of stress at the community level, which
influenced teachers to perceive a lack of resources as a source of stress at the institutional
level. For example, because some parents were not involved and did not provide
materials for their children, Nancy was left without materials for some of the students and
this caused her to perceive a lack of resources as a source of stress.
The third example relates to the institutional and public policy levels. A lack of
resources was mentioned as a source of stress at the institutional level, which influenced
teachers to perceive the implementation of the Common Core as a source of stress at the
public policy level. For example, because some teachers lacked resources in technology,
they found the implementation of the Common Core to be stressful since the Common
Core assessments were computer-based. Overall, these five levels interacted in complex
ways and contributed to the teachers’ sources of stress.
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Teaching positions and sources of stress
Three categories of teachers participated in the study- regular, gifted, and special
education. Similarities and differences existed across the teaching positions regarding
their sources of stress at the five ecological levels. Two intrapersonal sources of stress
were mentioned by the teachers including a lack of knowledge/training and self-concept.
The first intrapersonal source of stress, a lack of knowledge/training, was reported by two
gifted teachers and one special education teacher. Stressors at this level focused on
individual characteristics pertaining to knowledge. Generally, each teacher’s knowledge
base is different, which means that teachers may not share the same knowledge relating
to particular topics. For example, the gifted teachers identified a lack of knowledge about
two separate topics: ability-grouped instruction and administrative duties; whereas the
special education teacher identified behavior management as area where she lacked
knowledge. This source of stress is consistent with a previous study (Kerr et al., 2011)
which found a lack of knowledge as stressful. What is interesting is that teachers in Kerr
et al.’s (2011) study mentioned a lack of knowledge specifically in behavior
management, which is similar to the special education teacher’s report in the current
study. The second intrapersonal source of stress concerning self-concept was reported by
two teachers who taught regular and gifted education. The teachers described themselves
as overachievers and said when they could not excel at something this caused them stress.
Three interpersonal sources of stress were mentioned by the teachers concerning
negative student behaviors, negative school climate, and administration not treating
teachers like professionals. The first interpersonal source of stress of negative student
behaviors affected all three groups of teachers. However, the gifted education teachers’
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complaints about the students’ negative behaviors were minor when compared to the
regular and special education teachers who dealt with students being aggressive both
verbally and physically. This source of stress is consistent with previous studies that
show that student behavior is a major source of stress among teachers (e.g., Austin et al.,
2005; Chen & Miller, 1997; Geving, 2007; Harris et al., 1985; Kokkinos, 2007). The
second interpersonal source of stress of negative school climate was another issue that all
teacher groups reported as stressful. Teachers reported negativity from administrators and
coworkers concerning negative attitudes and gossiping. This source is consistent with
previous studies (e.g., Cunningham, 1983; Kokkinos, 2007; Miller et al., 1999). The third
interpersonal source of stress concerning the administration not treating teachers like
professionals was reported by two gifted teachers and one special education teacher. The
issue was that the administration’s behavior was perceived as intimidating due to actions
that included constantly observing teachers in faculty meetings and in their classrooms to
make sure they “were doing the right thing.” This source is consistent with previous
studies (Chen & Miller, 1997; Pearson & Moomaw, 2005) that report unprofessional
behavior by the administration as a source of stress.
Three institutional sources of stress were mentioned by the teachers: lack of time,
paperwork, and lack of resources. The first institutional source of stress, lack of time, was
mentioned by six of the teachers as stressful. One special education teacher who taught
preK did not report this as a source of stress because her schedule was very flexible in
terms of having the freedom to change her curriculum. This finding is consistent with
numerous studies (e.g., Austin et al., 2005; Chen & Miller, 1997; Cunningham, 1983;
Friedman, 2000; Kokkinos, 2007; Morvant et al., 1995) that report time as a source of
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stress. A second institutional source of stress concerning paperwork was reported by the
regular and special education teachers as stressful. The gifted teachers did not mention
this as stressful because their principal allowed them to cancel classes to work on the
paperwork together, which was something the other groups were not at liberty to do. This
source of stress is documented in other studies (e.g., Chen & Miller, 1997; Kerr et al.,
2011; Kokkinos, 2007; Lambert et al., 2009). A third institutional source of stress, lack of
resources, affected only two groups: regular and gifted teachers. Lack of resources for the
gifted teachers related to technology and classroom size. Lack of resources reported by
one regular education teacher concerned school budget finances. Previous studies have
also noted this finding (e.g., Chen & Miller, 1997; Cunningham, 1983).
Two community sources of stress were mentioned by the teachers: lack of family
involvement and professional development. The first community source of stress, lack of
family involvement, was also mentioned in Lambert et al.’s (2009) study. For the current
study, this was an issue for only two teachers in the regular and special education
classrooms. The gifted teachers noted that parental involvement was high in their
program and so it was not a source of stress. The second community source of stress, lack
of professional development, was an issue for the regular and gifted teachers. The
teachers reported issues relating to professional development material in terms of
obsolete issues and quality. For example, two of the gifted teachers mentioned that the
material was knowledge that they had already acquired from previous teaching
experiences; therefore, they perceived the material as obsolete. The regular education
teachers reported issues concerning the quality of the material. They mentioned the
training is always the same in terms of how to implement programs and believed they
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could learn more information on their own. Similarly, teachers in Friedman’s (2000)
study reported a lack of professional development as a source of stress. Billingsley (1993)
also found that a lack of professional development was a factor in teacher burnout.
Four public policy sources of stress were mentioned by the teachers. The first
public policy source of stress, conflicting goals, was an issue for the gifted teachers only.
The gifted program was being targeted by the state and local school district concerning
standards to teach in their program. The issue was that both the state and school district
had separate goals for the program, and this conflict of goals caused the teachers stress.
The second public policy source of stress, changing expectations/policies, was reported
by some of the gifted and regular education teachers as stressful. For example, one gifted
teacher, Maria, asserted that a change in leadership means a change in expectations and
that is stressful. Chen and Miller (1997) found coping with change as a source of stress.
In the current study, the teachers reported coping with change specifically in expectations
and policies. The third public policy source of stress, testing, was an issue for the regular
and special education teachers for Grades 3-5. The teachers mentioned feeling pressured
to succeed which caused stress. Hepburn and Brown (2001) argued that testing pressures
make it difficult for teachers to do well. The fourth public policy source of stress,
implementation of the Common Core, was an issue for the regular and gifted education
teachers. This finding is consistent with previous studies, such as Anthony (2013) who
suggested the implementation of the Common Core would be an issue for the gifted
program.
The implication of this is that teaching is stressful and identifying specific sources
of stress can help us develop methods for addressing teachers’ issues. For example, it
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might be helpful to provide professional development opportunities that address the
stressors of the profession and how to deal with them, especially for the current issues
like the implementation of the Common Core. The teachers in this study discussed how
the implementation of the Common Core was going to be stressful because a new
curriculum means new problems. This opportunity to address the current stressors of the
profession could be provided to student teachers in their teacher education programs in
terms of developing a stress management course.
What was interesting about this study was that all seven expert teachers
mentioned that their teacher education program did not teach them how to cope with the
stressors of the profession. They learned their coping strategies through other sources:
people, programs (professional development), and personal experiences. Although the
majority of the teachers learned some effective coping strategies during their career, they
remarked how they wished they had more background knowledge on the stressors of the
profession and specific coping strategies to use before beginning their career.
Coping strategies provide support for multiple sources/levels of stress
Several coping strategies provided support for multiple sources and levels. The
data revealed eight similar coping strategies that teachers used for different sources of
stress among the levels. These included seeking additional knowledge, creating a support
network, adapting to the situation, having a sense of humor, dimming the lights, having
comfort foods, listening to music, and using medication for emotional health.
Teachers used the first strategy, seeking additional knowledge, to cope with two
sources of stress at two levels, lack of knowledge and training at the intrapersonal level
and lack of professional development at the community level. The second strategy,
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creating a support network, was used to cope with eight sources of stress at all five
ecological levels: lack of knowledge and training at the intrapersonal level, negative
school climate at the interpersonal level, paperwork and lack of resources at the
institutional level, lack of family involvement at the community level, and conflicting
goals for the gifted program, changing expectations, and implementation of the Common
Core at the public policy level. For example, in reference to the implementation of the
Common Core, one of the gifted teachers, Maria, referred to creating a support network
as “meeting with the regular ed. teachers and teaching them our process skills of higher
order thinking and critical thinking [since] that’s something the Common Core is
pushing.” This finding is consistent with Anthony’s (2013) suggestion concerning
strategies to use for the adoption and implementation of the Common Core.
The third strategy, adapting to the situation, was used by teachers to cope with
four sources of stress at two levels: lack of time and lack of resources at the institutional
level and testing and implementation of the Common Core at the public policy level. The
fourth strategy, having a sense of humor, was used by teachers to cope with two sources
of stress at two levels: negative school climate at the interpersonal level and changing
expectations/policies at the public policy level. The fifth and sixth strategies, dimming
the lights and having comfort food, were used by teachers to cope with two sources of
stress at one level: negative student behavior and negative school climate at the
interpersonal level. The seventh strategy, listening to music, was used to cope with three
sources of stress at two levels: negative student behavior and negative school climate at
the interpersonal level and changing expectations/policies at the public policy level. The
eighth strategy, using medication for emotional health, was used to cope with two sources
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of stress at one level: negative student behaviors and administration not treating teachers
like professionals at the interpersonal level.
This study suggests that teachers use similar strategies to cope with a variety of
stressors. The implication of this is that some of these strategies can be taught to teachers
and some cannot be taught. Therefore, it is important to examine a few robust strategies
that can be taught to teachers to deal with the high stress of the profession.
Most common coping strategies
Teachers used similar strategies to cope with stress. This section will list the most
common coping strategies used among the teachers as well as identify teachers who
shared the same strategies. The coping strategies selected were based on whether two or
more teachers shared the same strategy. Thirteen of these frequent strategies included
creating a support network (Nancy, Jane, Jean, Karen, Maria, Shelley and Susan),
dimming the lights (Nancy, Karen, Jean, and Susan), having comforting foods (Jean,
Maria, Shelley, and Susan), having a positive attitude (Nancy, Shelley and Maria),
creating a balance between work and home (Karen, Maria, and Shelley), seeking
additional knowledge (Jean, Jane, Nancy and Shelley), changing the situation if not
satisfied (Susan, Jean, Maria, and Shelley), adapting to the situation (Nancy and Shelley),
preparing in advance for tasks (Nancy, Jean, and Maria), using medication for emotional
health (Nancy and Jean), self-reflection (Nancy, Jane, and Jean), using a scent diffuser
(Maria and Jean), and listening to music (Shelley, Jean and Nancy). Several of the
teachers’ coping strategies can be linked to previous literature including creating a
support network (Austin et al., 2005; Hung, 2011; Tait, 2008), having a positive attitude
(Austin et al., 2005; Lewis, 1999), self-reflection (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005;
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Tait, 2008), and preparing in advance for tasks (Benmansour, 1998). The two most
commonly used strategies reported by teachers in this study were creating a support
network and self-reflection (Austin et al., 2005; Verhoeven et al., 2003). The majority of
the coping strategies that teachers used in this study were consistent with previous
findings. However, a few additional strategies were noted by the teachers that were not
listed in the literature.
Robust coping strategies
Teachers reported using several robust coping strategies. These strategies are
robust because they provide support for multiple sources of stress and levels of the Social
Ecological Model. They are also low in cost, easy to achieve, and good for a teacher’s
overall performance and well-being. Five of these strategies included (a) seeking
additional knowledge, (b) creating a support network, (c) adapting to the situation, (d)
having a sense of humor, and (e) creating a home-like environment. The last strategy
summarizes four coping strategies: having comfort foods, dimming the lights, listening to
music, and using a scent diffuser. This label (creating a home-like environment)
originated from the notion that all four coping strategies were related to the home
environment in terms of things a person would do to create a calming or comfortable
space. The teachers who created a home-like environment at work were able to feel a
sense of calmness when the environment around them was stressful.
The implication of this is that teachers may benefit from having a few robust
strategies to help them cope with the stressors of the profession. This means that you do
not have to prepare teachers for every single issue that might arise, but giving them some
flexible, useful coping strategies might support them in a variety of ways. This
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knowledge can be made available to novice teachers through teacher education and
professional development programs.
Findings that add to the literature
While most of the findings in this study confirm previous findings in the literature
related to teacher stress, two were not discussed in the literature reviewed for this study
and may add to our knowledge base about teacher stress. These findings were in relation
to two research questions concerning coping strategies and sources of learned coping
strategies.
The teachers mentioned two additional coping strategies: creating a home-like
environment and changing the situation if not satisfied. Four teachers reported using the
strategy of changing the situation if not satisfied numerous times throughout their career,
especially as a beginning teacher. This means that teachers may have moved to another
grade level, school or district. Teachers who used this strategy would be identified in the
teacher attrition literature as movers (Boe et al., 1997; Billingsley, 1993), which would
affect the school and/or district financially; however, the ultimate cost for leaving the
profession altogether is much higher. On a positive note, this particular coping strategy
prevented the teachers from burning out and leaving the profession before the retirement
age. This is important since Ingersoll (2003) highlighted that teacher attrition was a result
of large amounts of beginning teachers leaving the profession before the retirement age.
Therefore, this coping strategy can be viewed as effective because it helped the teachers
remain in the field of teaching longer.
One additional source of where the teachers learned their coping strategies was
through professional development programs. This was different from previous research
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(Cockburn, 1996; Howard & Johnson, 2004) which noted only two sources: people and
personal experiences.
Limitations
There are three limitations for this study. The first limitation is the sex of the
teachers. The limitation was that since all seven teachers were females, I was only able to
explore one perspective. Previous literature suggests that female teachers may be more
emotionally involved in the profession when compared to male teachers (Hargreaves,
2001). The sources of stress and coping strategies used might have been different for
male teachers.
The second limitation is the race/culture of the participants. All seven teachers in
this study were white; therefore, I was not able to examine other racial/cultural
perspectives. The third limitation is the location of the data collection. This study was
conducted in one school district in Mississippi. The sources of stress among the teachers
would vary with different contexts; therefore, it is important for future researchers to
examine teachers’ stressors and coping strategies across different settings.
Further Implications and Teachers’ Recommendations
Implications for research
Three suggestions for future researchers based on the current study, which
explores sources of stress, coping strategies, and learned coping strategies of expert
elementary teachers are as follows. First, since the teachers in this study were all female,
further qualitative research is needed to examine whether similar sources of stress, coping
strategies, and learned coping strategies apply to males of the expert elementary teacher
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population. This is important since there were three new findings in the current study
concerning coping strategies and a learned coping strategy. Two copies strategies that
were mentioned included creating a home-like environment and changing the situation in
not satisfied including one’s grade level, subject, school and/or district. Teachers also
mentioned an additional source for where they learned their coping strategies, which
included professional development programs. Previous research (Cockburn, 1996;
Howard & Johnson, 2004) noted only two sources of where teachers learned their coping
strategies: people and personal experiences. This study found a third source. It would be
interesting to know if similar findings emerge when examining expert elementary
teachers who are male or from other cultural backgrounds.
Second, since this study investigated teachers in one state (Mississippi), it might
be important to conduct similar research with teachers from other geographical regions to
see if there are any differences in teachers’ sources of stress, coping strategies, and
learned coping strategies. The third suggestion would be to compare stress management
programs in other professions to identify if any would be appropriate to add to the
teaching profession. Since teaching is a stressful profession and some of teachers in the
current study mentioned being highly stressed, it might be important to develop stress
management courses for teacher education and professional development programs.
This idea of providing stress management programs for teachers was suggested
over 10 years ago by Nagel and Brown (2003); however there are few programs that have
addressed this issue. Nagel and Brown (2003) mentioned the difficulty of including a
stress management course within the teacher education programs due to a restricted
curriculum. However, when there is evidence indicating that novice teachers leave the
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profession within three to five years (Darling-Hammond, 2003) as a result of stress, this
should be a focal point for teacher education programs so that teachers want to stay in the
field longer than five years. In other words, if we want the novice population to succeed,
we need to find a way to integrate a stress management course within the teacher
education programs regardless of the challenge. We need to provide our teachers with the
proper tools to not just survive but thrive in the field of teaching, and this can be
accomplished by helping them identify their sources of stress and coping strategies as
well as helping them use the effective coping strategies of the expert teachers such as
those in the current study.
Teachers’ recommendations
The expert elementary teachers offered ten recommendations to help future
teachers cope with the stressors of the profession. There is a mix of new and old ideas.
Teachers reiterated the findings when they made recommendations for new teachers. The
first recommendation was for novice teachers to have several rounds of substitute
teaching before selecting their first teaching position. Nancy said,
It kind of helps you to be quick on your feet because you’ll end up in classrooms
where there are no lesson plans, where there are really sucky lesson plans and you
have to adapt. So you learn pretty quickly what you can do to make things
better.... [This experience] kind of helps you determine if [teaching] is something
you really want to do.
She continued to note that there would be “less teacher burnout because they
would know what to expect” on the job. This experience could be a revelation into the
world of teaching in terms of what teachers actually do behind the scenes. Two specific
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coping strategies that Nancy learned from her substitute teaching experience were to
adapt to the situation and prepare in advance for tasks.
The second recommendation was to create a support network. Two teachers
shared their advice. For example, Maria said “to find that support team or form your own
if there isn’t one.” She also mentioned the importance of “having that support group not
just within the school day but during the weekends. Like planning a [fun] time away from
everything to go get a cup of coffee or go to the movies.” Susan said to “develop at least
one friend or colleague for support. Make friends with your janitor and your cafeteria
staff. Be friendly, speak, and smile.” The teachers suggested creating a support network
with a variety of people within the workplace.
The third recommendation was to prepare in advance for tasks by prioritizing
tasks from least to most important. Maria mentioned prioritizing “what you have to do or
find out when it’s due, what time it’s due or what small things you can get done first and
then focus on the larger [things].” The fourth recommendation was to adapt to the
situation. Jane said “you just have to roll with the changes;” whereas, Maria said to “let
go of the stress and go with the flow.” The fifth recommendation was to create realistic
expectations in terms of what you can accomplish in one day. Jane mentioned “not to
think that [everything was] going to be perfect or fit together perfectly.”
The sixth recommendation was to have a positive attitude. Shelley mentioned that
“there are going to be good days and there are going to be bad days. And the longer you
teach, [you will notice] fewer bad days and more good days.” The seventh
recommendation was to change your situation if you were not satisfied. Shelley stated
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“that you are not married to your school. If you need to move to another school, [then]
move to another school. Try another grade level. Try something different.”
The eighth recommendation was to make yourself as comfortable as you can by
creating a home-like environment. Shelley said “if having tea makes you more
comfortable, then have tea in the classroom... find what makes you comfortable.” The
ninth recommendation was to create a balance between your home and work. Karen
noted the importance of not taking your work to the home environment because “you
need some space for your home life too.” She also mentioned to not “be the person who
comes to school early and stays late because you will burn out quickly. You need to take
time for yourself to recharge [so] pick only one of those times to finish your work.”
Finally, one teacher who was not satisfied with her current teaching position
suggested not entering into the field of teaching because of the high stress that is
involved. Jean said “if this was my first year to teach and it was in a [negative] school
environment like this, I think I would go get another job.... I just don’t know that I would
recommend this job for anybody.” This teacher’s recommendation helps strengthen the
current study by suggesting the importance of understanding teachers’ sources of stress
and specific coping strategies. Previous researchers have addressed this issue that
teaching is a highly stressful profession and one’s coping strategies often play a role in a
teacher’s decision to leave. This is especially important for the novice teacher
populations who have limited background knowledge into the stressors of the profession
and are unaware that one’s coping strategies play a role in a teacher’s satisfaction with
the profession.
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This study highlights the issue that teaching is a stressful profession, and teachers
are more likely to burn out of the profession when they use certain coping strategies
(Chan & Hui, 1995). Therefore, it is important to provide a stress management course,
which identifies specific coping strategies to use within the profession of teaching. This
course can be included in both teacher education and professional development programs.
Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to investigate the sources of stress, coping
strategies, and learned coping strategies among expert elementary teachers. The sources
of stress and coping strategies were examined from multiple ecological levels:
intrapersonal; interpersonal, institutional, community, and public policy. The data
revealed that there were similarities and differences among the sources of stress across
the different teaching positions concerning regular education, gifted education, and
special education teachers. The coping strategies also cut across several sources of stress
and ecological levels. For example, creating a support network was used to cope with
stress at all five levels: intrapersonal, interpersonal, institutional, community, and public
policy.
This study contributes to research on teacher burnout and teacher retention by
documenting perceived stressors and coping strategies. Because teaching is more
demanding today than ever before (Hargreaves, 2001; Moore, 2012), it is important for
teachers to identify their sources of stress as well as use effective coping strategies to
prevent burnout. In the current study, the teachers identified various sources of stress,
which can be linked to previous literature, such as negative student behaviors, negative
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school climate, lack of time, paperwork, and lack of resources (Geving, 2007;
Montgomery & Rupp, 2005).
When teachers do not have effective coping strategies, they are more likely to
burn out of the profession (Chan & Hui, 1995; McCarthy et al., 2009). Hargreaves (2001)
also argued that when teachers are emotionally involved in their jobs, they are likely to
experience higher levels of stress and emotional burnout. In the current study, three of the
seven teachers mentioned being highly stressed and on the verge of burning out the
profession. These three teachers consisted of the two regular education teachers and one
of the gifted teachers. Maslach et al., (1996) found that females had higher emotional
exhaustion levels. Antoniou et al., (2013) also found that female, elementary teachers had
higher stress levels and a lower personal accomplishment when compared to males.
Therefore, this study concludes with the importance of examining teachers’
sources of stress and coping strategies to understand their decisions for staying and
leaving the profession. Since the stress of the profession is high and the teacher attrition
rate among beginning teachers continues to rise, it is important to provide teachers with
the proper tools for coping with stress so that they want to remain in the field of teaching
for many years.
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Sample Recruitment Letter to Teachers
Dear Teacher,
It is my pleasure to invite you to participate in the study titled “How expert teachers
cope.” Participation is voluntary and you can withdraw from the study at any time.
Incentives will be provided to anyone who participates. The incentives will consist of a
gift basket filled with a stress ball, eucalyptus spearmint lotion, relaxation CD, a variety
of hot teas (such as chamomile and green tea), and tips and tools for reducing stress
related to diet, exercise, sleep, and massage therapy.
The purpose of the study is to examine the sources of stress and coping strategies of
expert teachers inside and outside of the classroom. If you agree to participate, you will
be given a consent form to read and sign (attached to this email). Participation means that
you give the researcher permission to conduct 1-2 interviews lasting between 30 and 45
minutes each. The second interview will simply be used as a follow-up guide to clarify
any responses that were not understood by the researcher during the first interview. You
will also be observed 1-2 times for 30-45 minutes in order for the researcher to identify
sources of stress, coping strategies, and coping resources. You will also be asked to
provide documents of stress causes or time management issues.
Your participation is greatly appreciated and will help future beginning teachers learn
how to be successful in the classroom as you are today. Please respond by email if you
would like to participate in this study and also read the consent form that is attached to
this email. I will provide another copy of the consent form for you to sign when we meet
for the interview. Also if you have any questions or concerns regarding this study or
participation, please contact me as well.
Sincerely,

Katherine Garth
(add phone number)
Kdg147@msstate.edu
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1a: Teacher’s knowledge and perception
about stress in terms of the definition,
symptoms, stages, and sources.

1. What are the sources of stress of expert
elementary teachers at each level of the
Social Ecological Model?
a)
Intrapersonal
b)
Interpersonal
c)
Institutional
d)
Community
e)
Public
Policy

1c: Identification of the level of stress and
sources of stress at work concerning
paperwork, schedules, resources, etc.

EXAMPLE:
1. What stress looks like in others?
2. What are the causes for stress at work
concerning the school climate and
interactions among students, parents,
colleagues and administrators?

1b: Identification of the teacher’s social
networks and support systems in terms of
administration, colleagues, students, family,
and friends.

EXAMPLE:
1. What is your definition of stress?
2. What stress looks/feels like in yourself?
3. What are the causes and indicators of
your stress?

Interviews

Research Questions

Research Matrix

Table B1
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1c: Observe teacher’s work schedule
and how she responded to changes in
schedule concerning disruptions from
external sources.

1b: Observe climate of the school
regarding the body language, tone of
voice, and attitudes of the
administrative staff, office staff,
teachers, parents, students, etc.

EXAMPLE:
What does it look like? Sound like?
Smell like? How does the classroom
environment make you feel?

1b. Observe climate of teacher’s
classroom regarding the sights,
sounds, smells and feelings.

1a: Observe body language and tone
of voice of the teacher to identify
stage of stress, symptoms and sources
of stress during stressful and nonstressful periods as indicated by the
teacher during the interview.

Observations

1e: Schedule of standardized testing

1d: No documents

1c: Subjects that are taught

1c: Number of students in the class

1c: Academic school calendar

1c: Schedule before and after
school regarding family
responsibilities, work duties, or
hobbies.

1b: No documents

1a. No documents

Documents

Research Questions

Table B1 (Continued)

2. How do expert elementary teachers cope
with stress at each level of the Social
Ecological Model?
a)
Intrapersonal
b)
Interpersonal
c)
Institutional
d)
Community
e)
Public
Policy
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2c: Teacher’s coping strategies
concerning changes in their schedule,
paperwork, and resources.

2b: Teacher’s coping strategies in the
school environment concerning
students, climate of the school, etc.

2a: Teacher’s knowledge about coping
in terms of his/her own cognitive or
behavioral strategies and whether
he/she identifies the specified strategies
as positive or negative

1e: Changes in teaching standards,
curriculum, and testing by policies,
such as Common Core.

1d: Availability of resources inside and
outside of the school environment
concerning parents and professional
development.

1d: Observe behaviors of the
parents who were active in their
child’s classroom.

EXAMPLE:
1. What is your stress level like at
work?
2. What are some specific stressful
situations in the classroom?

2e: Not observed

2d: Not observed

2c: Observe the teacher’s coping
resources in the classroom.

2a& b: Observe the teacher’s
behavioral coping strategies
(positive and negative behaviors)
during both stressful and nonstressful periods as mentioned in
the interview.

1e: Not observed

Observations

Interviews

2e: No documents

2d: No documents

2a, b, & c: Teacher’s schedule
before and after school
concerning exercise, hobbies,
etc.

Documents

(a) Programs
Professional Development and Teacher
education program at the University or
College where they received their teaching
degree

3. Where did the expert elementary
teachers learn their coping strategies?

Research Questions

Table B1 (Continued)

(c) Personal Experiences

(b) People
Colleagues in their various teaching
placements, administrators, family or
friends
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3a, 3b, 3c: Teacher’s knowledge on
where they learned their coping
strategies.

2e: Teacher’s coping strategies to
changes in teaching standards,
curriculum, and testing by policies,
such as the Common Core.

2d: Teacher’s coping strategies
concerning ability to access resources
from local community, grants, and
professional development.

Interviews

3a: If the teacher mentions a
college or University as a place
where she/he learned coping
strategies, I will observe the
website of the University or
College to identify particular
courses that teach individuals
about managing stress in the
classroom.

3a: If the teacher learned a coping
strategy from a Professional
Development or Teacher
Induction program, I will observe
online or call the organization to
examine the topics that are taught
to these teachers about managing
stress.

Observations

3a: Create a list of stress
management courses/workshops
offered in the various programs
(professional development and
teacher education).

Documents
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Teacher Consent Form
Purpose
The purpose of this research is to examine the stressors of expert teachers and ways they
cope.
Procedures
If you participate in this study, you will be formally interviewed on two occasions for 3045 minutes each. You will also be asked to engage in a number of informal
conversations. These interviews and conversations will be concerned with the stressors
you face as professional educators and ways you cope with these stressors. We would
also ask that if there are ways you deal with stress that you would allow us to observe you
in this process. These observations would serve as background for the interviews and
conversations. The topics of interviews and conversations will include causes of stress at
work, coping with stress at work and home, classroom management techniques, sleep,
diet, and exercise patterns. You will also be asked to provide copies of any documents
you consider to be the causes of stress or materials you find of value in managing stress.
Risks or Discomforts
There are no risks or discomforts identified in this research.
Benefits
While there are no direct intended benefits to you, you may find discussing causes of
stress may help reduce stress in the future.
Incentive to participate
As a participant, you will receive a gift basket, which will contain a stress ball,
eucalyptus spearmint lotion, relaxation CD, a variety of hot teas, and tips and tools for
reducing stress related to diet, exercise, sleep, and massage therapy. Participants who
withdraw from the study early will receive half of the items in the gift basket.
Confidentiality
The participants will be audio-taped during the formal interview process. The tapes will
be stored in a secure file cabinet with a key at the home of Katherine Garth, the primary
researcher. The tapes will be destroyed at the conclusion of the research project.
Please note that these records will be held by a state entity and therefore are subject to
disclosure if required by law. Research information may be shared with the MSU
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nstitutional Review Board (IRB) and the Office for Human Research Protections
(OHRP).
Questions
If you have any questions about this research project, please feel free to contact Katherine
Garth by email: kdg147@msstate.edu or Dr. Devon Brenner at (662) 325-7119 or email:
dgb19@msstate.edu
For questions regarding your rights as a research participant, or to discuss problems,
express concerns or complaints, request information, or offer input, please feel free to
contact the MSU Regulatory Compliance Office by phone at 662-325-3994, by e-mail at
irb@research.msstate.edu, or on the web at
http://orc.msstate.edu/humansubjects/participant/.
Voluntary Participation
Please understand that your participation is voluntary. Your refusal to participate will
involve no penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You may
discontinue your participation at any time without penalty or loss of benefits.
Please take all the time you need to read through this document and decide whether you
would like to participate in this research study.
If you agree to participate in this research study, please sign below. You will be given a
copy of this form for your records.
________________________________
Participant Signature

__________
Date

________________________________
Investigator Signature

__________
Date
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October 28, 2013
Katherine Garth
22 Nicklaus Dr.
Apt 8
Starkville, MS 39759
RE: HRPP Study #13-327: How expert teachers cope.
Dear Ms. Garth:
This email serves as official documentation that the above referenced project was
reviewed and approved via administrative review on 10/28/2013 in accordance with 45
CFR 46.101(b)(2). Continuing review is not necessary for this project. However, in
accordance with SOP 01-03 Administrative Review of Applications, a new application
must be submitted if the study is ongoing after 5 years from the date of approval.
Additionally, any modification to the project must be reviewed and approved by the
HRPP prior to implementation. Any failure to adhere to the approved protocol could
result in suspension or termination of your project. The HRPP reserves the right, at any
time during the project period, to observe you and the additional researchers on this
project.
Please note that the MSU HRPP accreditation for our human subjects’ protection
program requires an approval stamp for consent forms. The approval stamp will assist in
ensuring the HRPP approved version of the consent form is used in the actual conduct of
research. Your stamped consent form will be attached in a separate email. You must use
the stamped consent form for obtaining consent from participants.
Please refer to your HRPP number (#13-327) when contacting our office regarding this
application.
Thank you for your cooperation and good luck to you in conducting this research project.
If you have questions or concerns, please contact me at nmorse@orc.msstate.edu or call
662-325-3994.
Finally, we would greatly appreciate your feedback on the HRPP approval process.
Please take a few minutes to complete our survey at
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/YZC7QQD.
Sincerely,
Nicole Morse, CIP
IRB Compliance Administrator
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